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Abstract 
A nationwide conversation on sexual misconduct began following revelations of widespread 
sexual harassment, sexual assault, and sexual abuse of power in professional and personal spheres 
throughout the United States. The movement for accountability of perpetrators of sexual 
misconduct led to the resignations of several members of Congress and government officials. 
However, there is still debate over whether sexual misconduct should disqualify individuals for 
positions of power, like elected office. This paper explores past and present public perceptions of 
elected officials accused of sexual misconduct. Case studies of 26 individuals accused of sexual 
misconduct seeking Congressional office from 1976 to 2018 are conducted using historical news 
archives, online news sources, television broadcast news archives, and election data. An original 
survey experiment is used to gauge reactions to three different types of sexual misconduct 
committed by a fictional candidate for congressional office. Sexism is explored as a mitigating 
factor for allegations of sexual misconduct in candidate evaluations. The findings call for increased 
discussion and debate on the role sexual misconduct allegations should play when evaluating a 
candidate’s qualifications and suitability for public office.  
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Introduction 
On October 7, 2016, almost one month before the 2016 U.S. Presidential election, The 
Washington Post released a 2005 video of Donald Trump making lewd comments about his 
conduct with women, bragging that “when you’re a star…you can do anything.”1 He spoke about 
trying to seduce a married woman, kissing beautiful women, and grabbing their bodies. Trump’s 
first statement, a press release (since deleted from his website) read: “This was locker room banter, 
a private conversation that took place many years ago. Bill Clinton has said far worse to me on the 
golf course - not even close. I apologize if anyone was offended.”2 Later that same day, Trump 
released a video via his Twitter account with a similar, expanded statement, though he spends most 
of the minute-and-a-half clip speaking about his campaign.  
In a May 2016 New York Times exposé of Trump’s inappropriate behavior towards women, 
Michael Barbaro and Megan Twohey wrote, “He liked to brag about his sexual prowess and his  
desirability as a date, no matter who was around.” Multiple women came forward detailing the 
unwanted attention, affection, kissing, and touching they had experienced from Trump during his 
time as the owner of the Miss USA beauty pageant competition.3 More witnesses and victims of 
Trump’s misconduct came forward after the release of the Access Hollywood tapes. An article 
dated October 27, 2016 reported on 24 women who alleged inappropriate sexual behavior by 
Trump, half of which described physical contact including kissing and groping.4 
Despite numerous credible allegations of sexual misconduct lodged against him, Donald 
                                                 
1 David A. Fahrenthold, “Trump recorded having extremely lewd conversation about women in 2005,” The Washington Post, 
October 8, 2016.  
2 “Statement from Donald J. Trump,” Donald J. Trump for President, published October 7, 2016, 
https://web.archive.org/web/20170501184552/https://www.donaldjtrump.com/press-releases/statement-from-donald-j.-trump.  
3 Michael Barbaro and Megan Twohey, “Crossing the Line: How Donald Trump Behaved With Women in Private, The New York 
Times, May 14, 2016.  
4 Amber Jamieson, Simon Jeffrey, and Nicole Puglise, “A timeline of Donald Trump’s alleged sexual misconduct: who, when 
and what,” The Guardian, October 27, 2016, https://www.theguardian.com/us-news/2016/oct/13/list-of-donald-trump-sexual-
misconduct-allegations.  
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Trump still managed to win the 2016 U.S. Presidential election, defeating his Democratic 
opponent, Hillary Clinton. The outcome left many wondering, all else aside, in light of his blatant 
disrespect of women, how could anyone support Trump? Trump’s election was, unfortunately, not 
an anomaly. Politicians are frequently elected to public office despite allegations of sexual 
misconduct. Trump’s election along with the realization that elected officials are routinely elected 
and reelected to office despite sexual misconduct allegations may make anyone concerned about 
the state of elections and representation in the United States. How can a voter support a candidate 
accused of sexual misconduct? Do they simply disregard the accusations, assuming that the 
accuser is not reputable?  
Trump’s election would be an inciting incident in what would become a movement against 
sexual misconduct about a year later in 2017. This movement would bring to light allegations of 
sexual misconduct against many high-profile public figures, beginning with Hollywood moguls 
such as film producer Harvey Weinstein, all the way to the world of politics. The hashtag #MeToo 
became associated with expressing experiences of sexual assault and sexual harassment in 2017 
through the social media platform Twitter, although the “me too” movement began years earlier. 
Tarana Burke, a Black woman, began the ‘me too.’ movement in 2006 to help low-income Black 
women and girls affected by sexual violence.5 Around the same time, when revelations about 
sexually-exploitative men in positions of power began to surface, women in the entertainment 
industry created the TIME’S UP organization to address the prevalence of sexual violence and 
harassment in the workplace. TIME’S UP ultimately transformed into a legal defense fund to help 
victims pursue a legal case they may not otherwise pursue because of lack of financial resources. 
The two movements have faced enormous backlash and criticism, claiming that they are about the 
                                                 
5 “History & Vision,” me too., https://metoomvmt.org/about/#history. 
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victimization of women rather than the uplifting of women; they impose drastic consequences on 
the accused, often men, for actions that some view as inconsequential or trivial, what one may 
consider “boys being boys” or “locker room talk”; they conflate sexual harassment with more 
serious violence like rape.6  Burke has responded that sexual violence is a spectrum, that “sexual 
harassment is like the gateway drug…it’s the entry point,” and if there are no consequences, 
abusers can continue and escalate.7 
 Both movements instilled confidence in women to speak up about their experiences with 
sexual violence and harassment and reached Congress with a relatively resounding effect. Women 
came forward detailing the rampant sexual harassment on Capitol Hill, which led to several 
resignations by members of Congress, both men and women. In 1992, sexual harassment was 
called Capitol Hill’s “worst kept secret,” and the conditions have not improved more than 25 years 
later. The extent of Congress’ sexual misconduct is unknown to the public. While protecting 
victims’ privacy is important, the public may have a valid claim to transparency in their elected 
officials’ inappropriate, and potentially illegal, behavior. A ‘sex scandal’ involving a politician can 
grip the nation and the news media for weeks—if not months—while a sexual harassment 
settlement by a member of Congress is rarely revealed to the public. An extramarital affair 
publicized in the press can be deadlier to an elected official’s reputation and career than sexual 
misconduct committed in the Capitol building that is confidential under Congressional rules. The 
misdeeds of Congress are increasingly coming to light since the start of the #MeToo movement, 
with current and former congressional employees sharing stories of the abuses that occur every 
                                                 
6 Charisse Jones, “When will MeToo become WeToo? Some say voices of black women, working class left out,” USA Today, 
October 5, 2018, https://www.usatoday.com/story/money/2018/10/05/metoo-movement-lacks-diversity-blacks-working-class-
sexual-harassment/1443105002/; Valeriya Safronova, “Catherine Deneuve and Others Denounce the #MeToo Movement,” The 
New York Times, January 9, 2018. 
7 Emma Brockes, “#MeToo founder Tarana Burke: ‘You have to use your privilege to serve other people,’” The Guardian, 
January 15, 2018. 
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day on Capitol Hill.8  
The #MeToo and TIMESUP movements shone a spotlight on sexual misconduct not just 
in Congress, but in the government as a whole. The prevalence of officeholders being accused of 
misconduct goes beyond the electoral sphere. In 2018, Supreme Court Justice nominee Brett 
Kavanaugh was accused of a sexual assault that occurred while he was in high school. The 
controversy prompted the accuser’s appearance before the Senate Judiciary Committee and a 
nationwide call for a rejection of his nomination. Nevertheless, the Senate voted to appoint 
Kavanaugh to a lifetime tenure on the Supreme Court. Voters had the opportunity to voice their 
response to their respective Senator’s vote for or against Justice Kavanaugh just a few months 
later.  
The situation was reminiscent of the Senate confirmation hearings of Supreme Court 
Justice Clarence Thomas in the early 1990s. In both instances, the country saw an “outpouring” of 
anger towards the perceived indifference by members of the Senate on the issue of sexual 
misconduct.9 Prior to Thomas’ confirmation hearings, only two women held seats in the Senate, 
but the fervor ignited by the confirmation hearings would lead to the election of four women to 
the Senate in 1992. The media would pronounce 1992 the “Year of the Woman.”10 Motivated by 
the outcome of the 2016 Presidential election, women across the country set a new record for the 
number of women running for office in 2018. The Kavanaugh hearings may have mobilized 
women to turn out to vote and again help make a significant change through elections: the 116th 
Congress has the most women serving than ever before and is the most diverse Congress ever.11 
                                                 
8 MJ Lee, Sunlen Serfaty, Sara Ganim, and Juana Summers, “’Nothing about it felt right’: More than 50 people describe sexual 
harassment on Capitol Hill,” CNN, November 14, 2017. 
9 Marjorie Williams, “From Women, An Outpouring of Anger,” The Washington Post, October 9, 1991. 
10 “Year of the Woman,” United States Senate, https://www.senate.gov/artandhistory/history/minute/year_of_the_woman.htm. 
11 Drew DeSilver, “A record number of women will be serving in the new Congress,” Pew Research Center, December 18, 2018, 
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2018/12/18/record-number-women-in-congress/; Kristen Bialik, “For the fifth time in a 
row, the new Congress is the most racially and ethnically diverse ever,” Pew Research Center, February 8, 2019, 
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“Sex scandals” fascinate the public. When powerful politicians or public officials are 
revealed to have had salacious extramarital affairs, the country is captivated, even entranced, by 
media coverage. Perhaps the best examples are Bill Clinton’s affair with Monica Lewinsky or the 
numerous alleged affairs of John F. Kennedy. There is something about sex scandals that deeply 
impact Americans, who, by some standards, are notoriously “prude” about sex. Sex is a forbidden 
topic and a private matter, but when a politician is involved in deviant sexual behavior, it becomes 
national news. The American public knew essentially everything about Lewinsky’s deeply 
personal sex life, something that any “normal” person keeps closely guarded. The framing of the 
Clinton/Lewinsky scandal during the late 1990s allowed Clinton to emerge with perhaps greater 
public support. Until recently, the same principle seemed to apply to more “severe” sex scandals 
as well. Disapproval may be widespread at the outset of a scandal’s revelation, but by election 
time, nothing seems to come of it.  
Sexual misconduct should call into question an individual’s suitability for public office. 
Trump’s words on the Access Hollywood tapes may be dismissed as “locker room talk,” but the 
multiple women who came forward substantiating doubts about his innocence seemed like 
reasonable proof of guilt. Elected officials committing acts that constitute sexual misconduct that 
may or may not be illegal makes their integrity, trustworthiness, and suitability for office 
questionable. Sexual misconduct is a specific abuse of one’s authority as an elected official or 
person in power that cuts deep to the problems in American society. The many facets of sexual 
misconduct encompass a certain sort of power that should not be abused. Sex elicits a sense of 
vulnerability that only increases when the person committing the misconduct holds a position of 
power over a victim. The recent movements against sexual violence may have created a revolution, 
                                                 
https://www.pewresearch.org/fact-tank/2019/02/08/for-the-fifth-time-in-a-row-the-new-congress-is-the-most-racially-and-
ethnically-diverse-ever/. 
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where in future elections, politicians will acknowledge wrongdoing and accept how sexual 
misconduct may disqualify them for office. History provides evidence that despite significant 
cultural and societal revolutions, misbehavior is punished seemingly randomly. Not all acts of 
sexual misconduct are equal and every case presents itself with different challenges and 
idiosyncrasies. When sexual misconduct does not constitute a criminal act, considering the severity 
of such misbehavior turns into a moral judgment, which can be entirely subjective and based upon 
any number of factors. This difficulty may cause observers to reach different conclusions on how 
a perpetrator should be judged and what the consequences should be. The concept easily translates 
into electoral behavior, as each voter weighs different aspects about politics and politicians 
differently. Understanding the behavior of voters and electoral outcomes is key to evaluating the 
effect of how elected officials accused of sexual misconduct are evaluated and potentially 
punished. 
Sexual misconduct is defined as any behavior, legal or illegal, with a sexual motivation 
unbecoming of professional, ethical, or moral character, including, but not limited to, sexual 
harassment, solicitation, sexual abuse of power, including affairs or relationships between 
individuals with a significant power differential, and sexual assault. In cases of sexual abuse of 
power constituting sexual misconduct, such as sexual relationships between individuals with a 
significant power differential, consent is not assumed to be attained.  
Alison Dagnes, author and editor of Sex Scandals in American Politics, thoroughly defines 
a “sex scandal” using six criteria. A sex scandal must involve: some sort of “transgression of 
certain values, norms, or moral codes;” an element of secrecy; some sort of disapproval of the 
action surrounding it; some sort of damage to the reputation of the individual; some sort of sexual 
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misbehavior; and some political fallout from the transgression.12 The term “sexual misconduct” 
without the designation of “sex scandal” is more fitting for most cases discussed. Scandal connotes 
a sense of sensationalism, which Dagnes implies in several of her criteria. However, several cases 
that will be addressed may not fit as a “sex scandal” under Dagnes’ definition. The cultural 
acceptance, or, rather, the lack of disapproval, of wide-ranging misconduct from catcalling to rape 
may not cause the discussed cases of sexual misconduct to elicit a sense of disapproval, inflict 
damage to the official’s reputation, or incite a political fallout. While Dagnes’ definition may 
describe many past sex scandals, the implication that some negative effect will come to the 
individual involved fails to capture much of the literature surrounding political scandals. Indeed, 
the premise of this paper is to investigate why some officials are punished for sexual misconduct 
while others experience no backlash, whether personally or politically. Therefore, the term 
“scandal” will be used sparingly, unless cited news coverage warrants such a designation. 
The prevalence of public officials committing sexual misconduct and remaining in office 
may be concerning for most people. However, some people may view cases of unsubstantiated 
allegations of sexual misconduct as false unless proven in a court of law, however, legality should 
not always be the standard to which accusations of sexual misconduct are held. Some cases of 
sexual misconduct may not be illegal, or may no longer be able to be pursued in a court of law due 
to statutes of limitation, but are nonetheless impermissible by ethical or moral standards. “Ethical 
or moral standards” are intentionally broad and perhaps undefinable as they may differ from 
person-to-person or between cultures, or may develop and change over time. Due to current 
cultural and societal standards, substantiation of claims may be extremely difficult or impossible, 
depending on the nature of the claims.  
                                                 
12 Alison Dagnes, "Introduction," in Sex Scandals in American Politics: A Multidisciplinary Approach (New York, NY: 
Continuum International Pub. Group, 2011), 5. 
 11 
I propose positioning cases of incumbent officeholders accused of sexual misconduct 
within their historical, cultural, societal, and political contexts to understand why they did, or did 
not, get reelected. Furthermore, I seek to understand current attitudes toward sexual misconduct 
and its relation to electoral behavior using a survey experiment. First, I must understand the 
historical and theoretical basis for the culture we see today. I will investigate the development of 
sexual harassment and other sexual misconduct in the legal sphere, complementing this with an 
analysis of Congress’ past rules in order to effectively evaluate the case studies in the following 
section. I will explore the traditional theories of sexual misconduct as well as emerging theoretical 
perspectives. Then, I will explain the literature on electoral response to scandal and focus in on 
scandals related to sexual misconduct. A thorough investigation into specific cases of sexual 
misconduct will allow me to understand how electoral behavior and public opinion towards these 
issues have developed over time as well as how they have emerged in light of the contemporary 
movements against sexual misconduct. Using an original survey experiment, I will look at how 
people think about politicians accused of misconduct. In the end, I hope to understand the historical 
and contemporary existence of sexual misconduct allegations against elected officials and their 
role in elections, voting behavior, and society overall. 
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Literature Review 
Sexism and the 2016 United States Presidential Election 
Donald Trump’s sexism played a major role in his campaign as he competed against the 
first female Presidential nominee of a major political party, Hillary Clinton. The attacks against 
Clinton tapped into a widespread sentiment that women are unfit to be President. Clinton was one 
of the most experienced political figures, among both men and women, to run for President, 
especially compared to Trump who had built his fame in the real estate and entertainment 
businesses and had no prior political experience before announcing his candidacy.  
Research on the role of sexism in the 2016 election has generally supported the idea that 
sexism played a larger role than in previous elections. Nicholas A. Valentino, Carly Wayne, and 
Marzia Oceno suggested in a 2018 article that sexism had a transformative role on the 2016 
Presidential election, due to both Clinton’s expressed support for feminism and women’s issues 
and Trump’s sexist comments and hostility towards his opponent.13 Similarly, Jarrod Bock, 
Jennifer Byrd-Crave, and Melissa Burkley found that party identification played the biggest role 
in determining vote choice in 2016, but high levels of sexism predicted voting for Trump.14  
Sexism may have a mediating effect on support for a candidate like Trump, someone who 
has been accused of sexual misconduct. Specifically, women were expected to be impacted more 
significantly by Trump’s sexism than men. While some commentators expected Trump’s sexism 
would either demobilize Republican women or cause them to vote for Clinton, the results showed 
that Trump’s negative attitudes towards women had little impact on Republican women’s support 
for him. Republican men and women voted for Trump at similar rates, and turnout actually 
                                                 
13 Nicholas A. Valentino, Carly Wayne, and Marzia Oceno, “Mobilizing Sexism: The Interaction of Emotion and Gender 
Attitudes in the 2016 US Presidential Election,” Public Opinion Quarterly 82, (2018): 232. 
14 Jarrod Bock, Jennifer Byrd-Craven, and Melissa Burkley, “The role of sexism in voting in the 2016 presidential election,” 
Personality and Individual Differences 119, (2017): 192. 
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increased among white women, dispelling the theory that sexism would be demobilizing. These 
results revealed that women may be no more likely to respond negatively to sexism than men. 
White women in particular may adopt sexist beliefs because they uphold the traditional system of 
privilege that places white women above other women. Drawing on Peter Glick and Susan T. 
Fiske’s extensive research on sexism, Erin C. Cassese and Tiffany D. Barnes wrote that “one way 
white women can maintain their privilege is by protecting and prioritizing their relationships with 
white men.”15 This theory offers one reason why people may continue to support candidates 
despite allegations of sexual misconduct.   
 
Sexual Harassment 
Title VII of the 1964 Civil Rights Act made it illegal for employers to discriminate against 
employees based on race, color, religion, sex, or national origin.16 In the 1970s, scholars such as 
Catharine MacKinnon began to make the case that sexual harassment was discrimination based on 
sex under Title VII. In her book Sexual Harassment of Working Women: A Case of Sex 
Discrimination, MacKinnon defines sexual harassment as “the unwanted imposition of sexual 
requirements in the context of a relationship of unequal power. Central to the concept is the use of 
power derived from one social sphere to lever benefits or impose deprivations in another.”17 Sexual 
harassment is rooted in women’s place in the workplace and women’s historical inferior social 
status.   
The CRA created the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (EEOC) to enforce the 
                                                 
15 Peter Glick and Susan T. Fiske, “An Ambivalent Alliance: Hostile and Benevolent Sexism as Complementary Justifications for 
Gender Inequality,” Science Watch 56, no. 2 (2001): 113; Erin C. Cassese and Tiffany D. Barnes, “Reconciling Sexism and 
Women’s Support for Republican Candidates: A Look at Gender, Class, and Whiteness in the 2012 and 2016 Presidential 
Races,” Political Behavior, (2018). 
16 Civil Rights Act of 1964, Pub. L. 88-352, 78 Stat. 241 (1964). 
17 Catharine A. MacKinnon, Sexual Harassment of Working Women: A Case of Sex Discrimination (New Haven and London: 
Yale University Press, 1979), 2. 
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laws and investigate claims of discrimination in employment. The EEOC issued its first Interim 
Guidelines on Sexual Harassment in 1980, taking up MacKinnon’s and others’ argument that 
sexual harassment, characterized by sex-related intimidation or creating a sexually-charged hostile 
work environment, was discrimination prohibited by Title VII.18 In the 1986 case Meritor Savings 
Bank, FSB v. Vinson, the Supreme Court affirmed the idea that Title VII protected employees from 
sexual harassment as a form of sex discrimination.19 The legal definition of sexual harassment 
includes both “quid pro quo” and the creation of a “hostile environment.” Hostile environment 
includes both gender-based harassment and sexually-based harassment.20  
Despite many efforts to identify the causes of sexual harassment and eradicate its existence, 
sexual harassment remains a prevalent problem in the workplace. In FY2018, the EEOC received 
13,055 complaints of sex-based harassment, 7,609 (over 58 percent) of which alleged sexual 
harassment specifically.21 The EEOC estimated that three out of four workers who had experienced 
sexual harassment never reported it to a supervisor, often because of fear of retaliation.22 The 
prevalence of sexual harassment in Congress is unknown, since complaints are made to its own 
reporting agency that is not required to publish statistics. The problems with this system and the 
recent changes will be discussed. 
Harassment may be more likely to occur in workplaces with significant power disparities. 
Joseph Begany and Michael Milburn posit that authoritarianism plays a role in sexual harassment, 
finding that authoritarianism, characterized by the displacement of negative emotions into the 
                                                 
18 Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, “Discrimination Because of Sex Under Title VII of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, 
as Amended; Adoption of Final Interpretive Guidelines,” Federal Register 45, no. 219 (November 10, 1980): 74676, 
https://cdn.loc.gov/service/ll/fedreg/fr045/fr045219/fr045219.pdf.  
19 Meritor Savings Bank, FSB v. Vinson, 477 US 57 (1986) 
20 Louise F. Fitzgerald, Michele J. Gelfand, and Fritz Drasgow, “Measuring Sexual Harassment: Theoretical and Psychometric 
Advances,” Basic and Applied Social Psychology 17, no. 4 (1995): 430-1.  
21 “Charges Alleging Sex-Based Harassment (Charges filed with EEOC),” U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, 
https://www.eeoc.gov/eeoc/statistics/enforcement/sexual_harassment_new.cfm.  
22 Chai R. Feldblum and Victoria A. Lipnic, “Select Task Force on the Study of Harassment in the Workplace: Executive 
Summary & Recommendations,” U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, June 2016. 
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public realm, aggression, ethnocentrism, anger, and hatred, is related to the likelihood of 
committing sexual harassment.23 Begany and Milburn describe the “continuum of sexual 
aggression” polarized by non-physically violent sexual aggression like verbal sexual harassment 
on one end, and extreme sexual violence, such as rape, at the other end. Past research suggests that 
sexual harassment is more likely to occur in male-dominated work settings.24 As of 2019, women 
make up only 23.7 percent of all member of Congress, and among House staff, 45 percent are 
women, but men overwhelmingly occupy leadership positions.25 The power disparities in Congress 
may contribute to the culture of widespread harassment of women.  
The influence of sexism on sexual harassment has long been recognized. Sexism can be 
defined by two categories: hostile and benevolent. Peter Glick and Susan Fiske define “benevolent 
sexism” as “a subjectively favorable, chivalrous ideology that offers protection and affection to 
women who embrace conventional roles” and “hostile sexism” as “antipathy toward women who 
are viewed as usurping men’s power.”26 Sexism can influence not only gender-based harassment 
but sexually-based harassment as well. Hostile sexism may manifest gender-based sexual 
harassment, creating a hostile work environment in which a man may believe a woman does not 
belong. Benevolent sexism may influence sex-based harassment, such as a man pursuing an 
unmarried woman, perhaps believing she should adopt the traditional gender roles of wife and 
mother.  
Often, women making allegations of sexual misconduct or harassment are faced with the 
                                                 
23 Joseph J. Begany and Michael A. Milburn, “Psychological Predictors of Sexual Harassment: Authoritarianism, Hostile Sexism, 
and Rape Myths,” Psychology of Men & Masculinity 3, no. 2 (2002): 119.  
24 Heather McLaughlin, Christopher Uggen, and Amy Blackstone, “Sexual Harassment, Workplace Authority, and the Paradox of 
Power,” American Sociological Review 77, no. 4 (August 2012): 627. 
25 “Women in the U.S. Congress 2019,” Center for American Women and Politics, https://www.cawp.rutgers.edu/women-us-
congress-2019; Casey Burgat, “Among House staff, women are well represented. Just not in the senior positions,” The 
Washington Post, June 20, 2017. 
26 Peter Glick and Susan T. Fiske, “An Ambivalent Alliance: Hostile and Benevolent Sexism as Complementary Justifications for 
Gender Inequality,” American Psychologist 56, no. 2 (2001): 109.  
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question of why they did not do anything to prevent their own abuse. This was well-illustrated by 
Clarence Thomas’s Supreme Court Confirmation hearings, when Anita Hill appeared before the 
Senate Judiciary Committee and testified to the harassment she was subjected to by Thomas. Hill 
was asked why she did not just simply quit her job and why she continued to work with Thomas 
after the alleged abuse. Hill answered that she was scared, but this explanation did not seem to 
suffice. Celia Morris wrote in Bearing Witness: Sexual Harassment and Beyond that some 
observers “found her [Hill] unsympathetic because ‘she seemed too calculating and careerist’ in 
staying with Thomas rather than ‘storming out in a huff.’”27 This narrative turns the blame on the 
victim, making them complicit in the harassment, as if that justifies continued verbal and emotional 
abuse by the harasser. Something that was highlighted by the hearings was the ignorance of men 
and how they will never “get it.” While sexual harassment against men does occur, it is rare 
compared to the harassment women endure in the workplace. In a recent survey by Edison 
Research, 27 percent of women reported experiencing sexual harassment in the workplace 
compared to 14 percent of men.28 
Morris described the hearings as the beginning of a revolution, sparked by the braveness 
of a woman—a Black woman—and draws the connection to movements throughout America’s 
history, long-inspired, led, and driven by women of color. Ingrained in history and culture is the 
sexual abuse of women, of enslaved Black girls and women sexually abused by white slaveowners 
who held the ultimate position of power over them. This history is integral to understanding the 
societal structure that has allowed for sexual harassment for hundreds of years. Morris wrote in 
1999, 
                                                 
27 Celia Morris, Bearing Witness: Sexual Harassment and Beyond (Boston: Little, Brown and Company, 1999), 25. 
28 “Sexual Harassment in the Workplace,” Edison Research, June 2018. 
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“[I]t is not surprising that a new stage in our struggle for justice should be sparked 
by an African-American woman. This is the way we’ve always done it; both our 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century women’s movements grew out of movements 
that protested the way we treat black people.”29 
Twenty years later, this statement remains true; the #MeToo movement that created a revolution 
in solidarity and accountability was created by a Black woman, Tarana Burke. During the Anita 
Hill hearings, some suggested that the way she was treated had nothing to do with race and 
everything to do with gender. To suggest this is to ignore America’s historical systemic oppression 
of women of color. The historical oppression of women made it easier for men of all races to 
assume the role of abuser and face no consequences for their behavior. The intersection of race 
and gender is important to recognize in sexual harassment since the two are often inseparable for 
women of color. Maria L. Ontiveros wrote that “women of color appear to be less powerful, less 
likely to complain, and the embodiment of particular notions of sexuality.”30 Even when they do 
report harassment, women of color may be less likely to be believed, may be blamed for their own 
harassment, or may see no repercussions for the perpetrator. Underreporting of sexual harassment 
is a problem overall but may be even more pervasive among women of color. 
 
Sexual Abuse of Power 
According to Suzanne Garment, the women’s movement signaled a change in how sex was 
viewed. Rather than as an expression of women’s empowerment, feminist scholars wrote that sex 
was a tool of slavery, “in which dramas from rape and sexual harassment to oppression and spouse 
                                                 
29 Morris, Bearing Witness, 6. 
30 Maria L. Ontiveros, “Three Perspectives on Workplace Harassment of Women of Color,” Golden Gate University Law Review 
23, no. 3 (January 1993): 818. 
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abuse were played out.”31 Sexual oppression was emblematic of the societal power imbalance; the 
two were inextricable, or, as it was coined, “the personal is political.” Sex was no longer private 
but, in fact, public, and citizens should know about the sexual misconduct of politicians. Garment 
claims that as the sexual misdeeds of political figures increasingly became public knowledge, sex 
scandals increasingly “involved encounters marked by some kind of coercion or lack of full 
consent—sexual harassment, sexual assault, prostitution, or rape—rather than two or more 
consenting adults getting together for a good time.”32 This new perspective on sex and 
accountability led to a significant shift in the way Americans viewed their elected officials. Rather 
than judging politicians solely on their politics, policy proposals, and past votes, personal lives 
were aired out and considered a major factor in politics. When politicians began to face increased 
interest into their personal lives, instances of sexual misconduct received greater scrutiny. Instead 
of an extramarital affair being a purely personal poor decision, an indiscretion may reflect the 
suitability of officials for public office.  
What should and should not be taken into consideration when considering a politician’s 
qualifications is still being debated. But with the rise of the #MeToo movement, sexual abuse has 
taken on a central role in the movement against sexual misconduct. While inter-office 
relationships, especially between a superior and an inferior, are often discouraged, they may not 
be considered misconduct. A Congressman conducting an affair with an employee may have his 
morals questioned, but it would unlikely be regarded as sexual misconduct. Instances of this type 
of sexual misconduct may go unreported because those involved may not realize that any 
misconduct actually occurred.  
Michal Buchhandler-Raphael recognizes that “[a]n abuse of power model has never been 
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extended beyond the context of official abuse of authority to encompass similar abuses in cases in 
which formal authority to enforce obedience is lacking, such as in the workplace.” However, he 
argues, “consent to sex is not obtained when it is induced by fears and pressures stemming from 
sexual abuse of power.”33 Several cases of sexual misconduct by elected officials may be dismissed 
as consensual adult relationships, but under this definition, many members of Congress who 
carried on affairs with a member of their staff would have had, in fact, a nonconsensual 
relationship. These ‘relationships’ are not considered illegal, but the topic of legality is 
complicated in situation involving a sexual abuse of power.  
Critics may argue this theory criminalizes, whether legally or morally, interoffice 
relationships. While some may agree that a boss conducting a relationship with an inferior may be 
ethically questionable, they may not stretch so far as to say that it is an abuse of power. If both 
parties are consenting adults, the relationship does not constitute misconduct. One of the most 
famous, or infamous, cases that brings this argument into question is the Bill Clinton and Monica 
Lewinsky affair. Scholars often applied feminist theory to analyze the affair, both to defend it and 
denounce it. Feminist theory offers a way to look at both sides of the affair and evaluate the 
behavior through an abuse of power lens. 
At the time of the scandal, Lewinsky was made out to be the villain. The responses from 
feminists were complex and varied, both on Clinton and on Lewinsky. The response most 
associated with feminists at the time is reflected by Gloria Steinem’s New York Times op-ed 
defending Clinton on behalf of feminists.34 In fact, Steinem does not even mention Lewinsky’s 
name, emblematic of the way mainstream feminists isolated her. Some feminists saw Lewinsky as 
an example of a woman’s freedom of sexuality. A smaller population of feminists saw the affair 
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as a gross abuse of power by Clinton. The Lewinsky-Clinton affair is now being reframed in light 
of the revelations about men exploiting their positions of power for sexual gratification. The 
general consensus today, after the #MeToo and TIMESUP movements sparked a nationwide 
revolution, is that if the scandal occurred today, Lewinsky would be seen as a victim. Jessie Allen 
described the contradiction feminists may face in deciding whether or not the Lewinsky affair 
should be the business of the public as framed by coercion.35 If a sexual situation involved 
coercion, it is certainly of feminists’, and the general public’s, concern. But the argument feminists 
made while the scandal played out was that since Lewinsky had consented to the sexual 
relationship and there was no coercion, the sexual relationship was not the public’s business. 
However, Allen points out, there is a clear power imbalance between the President of the United 
States and a young intern, and it is hard to look at the situation “without seeing something 
exploitative” about it. 
In 2018, Monica Lewinsky wrote in an article for Vanity Fair that “what transpired between 
Bill Clinton and myself was not sexual assault, although we now recognize that it constituted a 
gross abuse of power,” and she has subscribed to the idea that “my boss took advantage of me, but 
I will always remain firm on this point: it was a consensual relationship.” 36 She goes on to say she 
is “beginning to entertain the notion that in such a circumstance the idea of consent might well be 
rendered moot.” One can wonder if the affair had occurred today, whether Clinton would have felt 
obliged to resign. Influential Congressmen, once revered by supporters, have fallen out of grace 
after accusations of sexual harassment or sexual assault and been forced to resign. Few seem to 
come forward in support of the accused, with fellow members of Congress and party officials often 
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calling for their resignation. The Democratic Party has had to address several scandals among its 
own, prompting people to ask what the party is willing to forgive, but seemingly drawing the line 
sharply at offenses of sexual harassment and assault.  
In her commentary on the Lewinsky/Clinton scandal, Allen questions why “both feminists 
and their critics have often treated sexual misconduct as a kind of automatic disqualifier from 
public life.”37 Instead, Allen suggests considering any personal indiscretion in the same way one 
views any politically significant act. She does state that she does not mean “to suggest that 
politically obnoxious personal behavior can never render someone unfit to publicly represent 
women’s political interests” or hold public office in general, but she does suggest that one should 
weigh a personal sexual indiscretion such as Clinton’s and any relevant political actions, like 
Clinton’s support for women’s issues, when considering whether a person should hold public 
office.  
I agree with Allen in some respects. In some cases, personal sexual relationships should 
remain personal and likely have no bearing on the fitness of an official to hold public office. 
However, relationships that stem from the workplace between individuals in unequal levels of 
power cannot be described as consensual. As I defined sexual misconduct and compiled my list of 
members of Congress accused of sexual misconduct, I was sure to consider the implications of the 
alleged misconduct. As I investigated the outcomes of elections for candidates accused of sexual 
misconduct, I considered any possible patterns that may have emerged that indicates a person is 
more likely to be elected after committing one type of act rather than another. This is what I hope 
to find out in my survey. Perhaps voters will not think that an extramarital affair is grounds to 
dismiss their elected official from office, but maybe sexual assault will be enough to disqualify 
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them. Thus, in some respects I do agree with Allen that sometimes personal behavior should be 
weighed equally with political actions, but at the same time, some forms of sexual misconduct 
weigh more heavily than past political behavior. 
 
History of Sexual Misconduct in Congress 
Sexual harassment protections have a puzzling Congressional history. For many years, 
Congress was exempted from Title VII in an attempt to maintain autonomy. In 1972, the CRA was 
amended to extend protections to government employees, including federal employees in the 
‘competitive service,’ which still did not include congressional employees.38 A 1976 Washington 
Post article discussed the rampant sexism and sexual harassment that took place on Capitol Hill, 
stating that “each congressman or senator rules absolutely over his own fiefdom…members of 
Congress enjoy complete immunity from the laws they have passed to protect employees in the 
private sector.”39 House Rule XLIII clause 9 was first instituted in 1975, and a similar rule was 
first adopted by the Senate, Rule XLII, in 1976.40 House Rule XLIII clause 9 provided that:  
A Member, officer, or employee of the House of Representatives shall not 
discharge or refuse to hire any individual, or otherwise discriminate against any 
individual with respect to compensation, terms, conditions, or privileges of 
employment because of such individual's race, color, religion, sex, age, or national 
origin. 
Senate Rule XLII provided that: 
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No Member, officer, or employee of the Senate shall, with respect to employment 
by the Senate or any office thereof—(a) fail or refuse to hire an individual; (b) 
discharge an individual; or (c) otherwise discriminate against an individual with 
respect to promotion, compensation, or terms, conditions, or privileges of 
employment on the basis of such individual's race, color, religion, sex, national 
origin, age, or state of physical handicap. 
In 1989, the House Committee on Standards of Official Conduct issued its first report 
interpreting House Rule XLIII as protection against sexual harassment. The Committee reviewed 
the EEOC guidelines and the relevant Supreme Court decisions and determined that House Rule 
XLIII was meant to reflect protections Congress applied to other employers.41 The 1989 decision 
resulted from a sexual harassment complaint lodged by congressional employees Dorena Bertussi 
and Karen Dryden against Rep. Jim Bates. While the decision represents a major advancement for 
sexual harassment protections in Congress, the Committee’s only punishment for Rep. Bates was 
to write a letter of an apology to the women. This decision was likely influenced by Rep. Bates’ 
perceived remorse for his misbehavior since he had “sought and obtained professional guidance to 
assist him in conforming his personal conduct to acceptable standards…also that he has established 
a formal, written policy concerning sexual harassment in his office.”   
According to one 1993 Washington Post poll, one-third of women working on Capitol Hill 
had experienced sexual harassment and one out of nine women reported experiencing harassment 
specifically by a member of Congress, but half said they had not reported it for fear of retaliation.42 
Prior to the 1995 Congressional Accountability Act, complaints in the House went through the 
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House Office of Fair Employment Practices, which was established in 1988. However, as Morris 
writes, out of more than twelve hundred inquiries, only 16 formal complaints were filed between 
its creation and 1993, none of which related to sexual harassment.43  
In an amendment to the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990, the Senate adopted all 
employment protections of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, the Civil Rights Act of 1990, the Age 
Discrimination in Employment Act of 1967, and the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 for Senate 
members, officers, and employees.44 It was not until 1995 when all congressional employees 
gained protections against sexual harassment through the Congressional Accountability Act. The 
legislation was prompted by widespread support for holding members and employees of Congress 
to the same standard it applied to all employers.45  
The procedures for filing a sexual harassment complaint that have remained the same for 
more than 20 years will change on June 19, 2019 when the Congressional Accountability Act of 
1995 Reform Act goes into effect. The House and Senate unanimously enacted the law on 
December 21, 2018. The former dispute resolution process was described as frustrating and 
tedious, with employees wishing to file a complaint subject to a waiting period, called 
“counseling.” Previously, employees were given two options for resolving complaints, which 
differed greatly from resolution processes common for other employers and can discourage victims 
from filing a complaint and seeking redress for sexual misconduct. In addition, the hierarchical 
nature of the congressional workplace presents an even greater challenge to employees. In these 
types of work environments, sexual abuse of power can occur unchecked since employees feel 
powerless against their superior. The Reform Act eliminates the counseling process and waiting 
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period and makes the mediation process between the parties optional. Employees can still file suit 
in federal court. The Reform Act also extends protections of the CAA to unpaid congressional 
employees, like interns. 
The Reform Act prohibits taxpayer payouts for settlements. Calls for changes in the 
settlement financing policies began after cases of elected officials using taxpayer money to settle 
sexual harassment cases became public. Now, elected officials must use personal funds for any 
payouts awarded to victims of sexual harassment.46 This new policy contrasts typical corporate 
policies, where a company is held responsible for an employee’s misconduct and any payouts.47 
But controversy over using taxpayer dollars for sexual harassment settlements led to this policy 
change. Previously, the Office of Compliance (OOC, now renamed the Office of Congressional 
Workplace Rights) was required as part of the CAA to compile statistics on the use of their office 
and Treasury account designed for settlements, but the Act did not require the OOC to publicly 
publish the statistics. In 2017, because of the “volume of recent inquiries regarding payment of 
awards and settlements reached under the CAA,” the OOC detailed the number of settlements and 
total amount per year since 1997.48 The information was not classified by the statutory provision 
violated in each case, so the claims could have related to any of the 13 laws made applicable by 
the CAA. However, the Reform Act called for a Report on amounts paid with public funds in 
connection with violations of Sections 201(a) or 207 to be issued, which was published on January 
20, 2019. Section 201(a) protects against discriminatory practices based on race, color, religion, 
sex, national origin, age, or disability, and Section 207 protects against any intimidation or reprisal. 
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The amount of public funds used to remedy violations under these sections prior to December 21, 
2018 totaled more than $386,000.49  
Little information about complaints made against members of Congress is available to the 
public. According to the Office of Compliance’s FY2017 report, there were four formal requests 
for counseling filed against the Senate (one against a Member, three against non-members) and 10 
formal requests for counseling filed against the House (seven against a Member, three against non-
members).50 The specific issue of the request is not specified, so the complaint could be about 
harassment/hostile work environment, disparate treatment, termination, leave, or discipline. These 
claims are held confidential, as are any resulting settlements. The FY17 report included a Sexual 
Harassment Special Report which detailed the Office of Compliance’s efforts to combat sexual 
harassment, including testifying at hearings and making recommendations for amendments to the 
CAA, collecting settlement data, and providing anti-harassment and anti-discrimination training 
to more than 7,000 congressional employees.51 
While the disciplinary process in Congress is highly criticized, the power to investigate 
and potentially punish members of Congress is one aspect of congressional ethics that is beyond 
the control of the legal system. As Dennis F. Thompson discusses in Ethics in Congress, the Ethics 
Committees have unique power over disciplinary actions for any conduct deemed unethical.52 For 
example, as will be discussed, two Congressmen implicated in the Congressional Page Sex Scandal 
were censured for their sexual relationships with 16-year-old congressional pages. The 
Congressmen could not be legally held responsible for their misconduct since the age of consent 
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in Washington, D.C. is 16 years old, but the Ethics Committee had the ability to formally discipline 
the members of Congress for their misconduct.  
Elected officials accused of workplace sexual harassment are in the unique position of 
heading an office. Margaret Lucero, Robert Allen, and Karen Middleton found evidence that 
intervention and discipline is effective in handling sexual harassment, and without proper 
discipline, sexual harassers can become more severe in their misconduct.53 A typical workplace 
would have a hierarchy responsible for disciplining offenders, but besides the former Office of 
Compliance and going through the process of filing a formal complaint, there is no higher authority 
responsible for disciplining a misbehaving member of Congress. Therefore, in some respects, the 
OOC process made sense, but created a much more tedious process that deterred potential 
complaints. The CAA Reform Act will hopefully make the complaint and resolution process easier 
and increase accountability for elected official and congressional employees. 
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Electoral Response to Scandal 
Literature on scandals and politics covers a wide range, from public perception, media 
coverage, and spin control to electoral outcomes, differing effects of scandal types, and public trust 
in government. Previous literature examines the public’s reactions to politicians’ scandals. Many 
look at how reactions differ between cases of corruption or adultery. Both analyses of real-life 
scandals and experimental tests have been conducted, but none have distinguished between sex 
scandals other than extramarital affairs or in some cases, prostitution. Maybe there was previously 
no perceived need to investigate the public’s perceptions of a politician involved in a case of sexual 
harassment or sexual assault, perhaps because it was believed the public would unequivocally 
reject any such candidate. But recent events suggest otherwise. The public continues to support 
candidates even after they have been accused of sexual harassment or sexual assault. Some of these 
candidates even are reelected into office. Furthermore, these candidates continue their campaign 
and pursuit of reelection, either denying the allegations against them or downplaying the severity.  
Common sense may assume that accusations of sexual misconduct or moral corruption 
would decrease voter support for an elected official. While voters may be able to look past an 
extramarital affair or minor indiscretion, morally reprehensible or potentially illegal actions must 
certainly deter voters. Many scandals, however, blur the lines between legal and illegal. Sexual 
abuse of power may not necessarily involve illegal acts. Many such cases implicate elected 
officials in morally reprehensible positions that are nonetheless legal under the law. For example, 
the Congressional Page Scandal, while clearly a sexual abuse of power, was legal as the pages 
involved were of the legal age of consent. Legality in scandal is complicated; acts by an elected 
official that may have been illegal at the time of the scandal, like sodomy, may no longer be illegal. 
In addition, sodomy is also an example of an act that may have been considered morally 
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reprehensible and triggered a sex scandal at one time but may be a less scandalous act in modern 
society. Even when sex scandals reveal that elected officials clearly committed a crime, most are 
never charged.54 From state laws prohibiting interoffice affairs and criminalizing adultery to the 
federal Mann Act, the laws broken by sex scandal-involved politicians seem nonetheless powerless 
on holding elected officials accountable for their actions.55 But even if the law is powerless, the 
voters are not, right? Are elected officials involved in sex scandals involving illegal acts more 
likely to be punished by their constituencies and voted out of office?  
John Peters and Susan Welch coined the term “electoral retribution” in 1980 to describe 
voters’ punishment waged on allegedly corrupt candidates in elections.56 They detail three 
conditions where voters can enact retribution: a voter originally in favor of corrupt candidate can 
switch to the other candidate, a voter originally in favor of corrupt candidate can abstain, or a voter 
originally abstaining votes for the other candidate. Any other voting decision, such as a voter 
originally in favor of the other candidate staying with the other candidate, would not be considered 
electoral retribution. 
Scandal research overall shows that reactions to scandals differ by scandal type. For 
scandals that do not involve an abuse of power, financial scandals are punished more than moral 
scandals, but both financial and moral scandals with an abuse of power have a substantial negative 
effect on evaluations of candidates.57 Passage of time may be a mediating factor for politicians 
involved in a moral scandal; moral scandals that happened long ago are less likely to be a 
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significant deciding factor in character evaluations.58 Rebekah Herrick found that previous vote 
totals had the biggest influence on determining a candidate’s survivability.59 Although incumbents 
involved in a scandal appear to be more likely to face an opponent in the primaries, not all scandals 
come to light in time for a competitor to enter the race.60 In such a case, the voters may abstain 
from voting because the reelection of a scandal-tarred incumbent seems inevitable. In his 
investigation of post-Watergate Congressional scandals during the years 1973-2010, Scott 
Basinger found 43 sex scandals. A regression revealed an estimated loss of nearly 6 percent (-.058, 
p < .05) for a sex scandal-tainted incumbent’s vote share.61 Compared to the effect of any scandal 
(-.038, p < .05), this is a two percent greater loss in vote total. This research is one of only a few 
that includes sex scandals beyond just adultery.  
When politicians publicly atone for their mistakes, they may have a better chance in 
recovering after a scandal. Emphasizing the “collective goal” and being future-oriented in public 
atonement can help the politician diminish any personal failure and reassure voters of their 
suitability for office.62 While officials will most likely experience a decrease in vote share 
immediately following their scandal, they may return to their pre-scandal vote share four to six 
years after the incident and recover a high percentage after just one election cycle.63  
Most research on the influence of partisanship relates to traditional sex scandals like 
adultery. Researchers hypothesize that because Republicans and conservatives often value 
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morality and family values, that Republican politicians involved in sex scandals are more likely to 
be punished by voters. Conversely, since Democrats and liberals are less likely to adhere to a 
traditional family structure, Democrats involved in sex scandals are less likely to be punished. 
Republican scandals may be more likely to be sensationalized if the member of Congress involved 
violates traditional norms or stated values associated with conservatives. Republicans who run on 
“family values” and “traditional marriage” who are eventually found out to be adulterers or 
frequenters of prostitutes may be judged especially harshly. In addition, anti-gay Republicans 
involved in same-sex liaison or scandal may be even more threatened in their likelihood of 
reelection. Little, if any, research has been done into the electoral effects of anti-gay members of 
Congress accused of activity they outwardly condemn.  
Experimental evidence suggests that voters are more likely to discount a scandal or charges 
of misconduct when the official accused is a member of their same party.64 In their investigation 
into the effects of charges of corruption, Peters and Welch found that Democrats lost twice as 
many votes as Republicans, but Democrats and Republicans were punished at similar levels for 
moral corruption.65 A recently released, unpublished paper with a tentative analysis of the effects 
of partisanship on the likelihood of believing allegations of sexual harassment shows that 
Democrats are more likely to believe such accusations regardless of the accused’s party affiliation. 
In contrast, Republican respondents found allegations more credible when the allegations were 
made against the opposing party’s candidate.66  
Michael Cobb and Andrew Taylor found that electoral retribution is not always limited to 
the candidate accused of misconduct. In the 2006 midterm elections, voters seemed to impose 
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punishments on Republicans for their mishandling of the Mark Foley scandal.67 Voters also had 
an opportunity to respond to Congress’ handling of one of the most famous sex scandals in 
American politics, the Bill Clinton and Monica Lewinsky scandal, in the 1998 and 2000 elections. 
In 1998, when voters were asked how important Congress’ handling of the Clinton investigation 
was to their votes for Congress, 27 percent said Congress’ handling was very important, with 26 
percent of respondents answering ‘somewhat important’ and 26 percent answering ‘not 
important.’68 Some scholars predicted that voters would take out their anger for Clinton against Al 
Gore’s candidacy for president in 2000. However, polls taken around the election asking if their 
vote for president was to express support for Bill Clinton, to express opposition to Bill Clinton, or 
whether Bill Clinton was not a factor, an overwhelming 70 percent of respondents said that Bill 
Clinton was not a factor in their vote choice.69 In other polls, when asked hypothetically if the 
respondent would vote for Clinton if he could run for a third term in 2000, results were mixed, 
revealing that Clinton would lose to Al Gore in the Democratic primary, but Clinton would win 
over George W. Bush in the general election.70 Overall, Americans seemed dissatisfied with how 
the entire ordeal played out, but did little to express their feelings through the electoral process.  
The question remains why do voters respond differently to scandal? Why are some scandal-
tarred politicians punished while others are not? Bryan Martin applies a theory of expectations, 
suggesting that not all voters hold elected officials to the same standards and form differing 
expectations of each official. These expectations are informed by personal values but also by the 
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public image and promises presented by an official.71 Steven Grover and Marcus Hasel developed 
a theory connecting a public official’s conduct following a scandal to the outcome of their political 
career. They suggest that the characteristics of the scandal and the leader’s response is integral in 
determining the voters’ response, which can lead to a resignation due to public pressure or an 
ousting at the next election.72 If an elected official’s discretion obviously violates their stated 
values, they may be judged more harshly.  
Therefore, it is important to investigate the official’s public response (if any) and whether 
their scandal conflicts with the values they supported. In an experimental test, voters responded 
better to candidates who denied wrongdoing than to those who apologized.73 One difference 
between experimental settings and real-life settings is the amount of knowledge each individual 
person possesses. In an experimental setting, researchers can provide a certain amount of 
information, but a person may only receive their news from a source biased towards one side or 
may not learn any news about a situation. The case studies look at news sources while the original 
survey looks at an experimental setting, so both sides can be captured.   
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Case Studies 
 The case studies aim to capture the political context of the scandal and the elections 
surrounding the scandal to identify the effects of allegations of misconduct on election outcomes. 
The requirements for inclusion on the list of case studies are involvement in a scandal or 
controversy with a sexually-related cause that constitutes misconduct; being a candidate for a 
Congressional office, the House of Representatives or the Senate; and an implicit or explicit 
decision to run despite the allegations. The last point is important because the decision to run for 
office even after being accused of misconduct indicates a lack of acknowledgement or lack of 
accountability. The different types of sexual misconduct include sexual harassment; sexual assault, 
including rape; adultery or affairs that relate to a member of Congress’ duties of office; and 
solicitation. Some of these types of misconduct like sexual assault or rape may not directly relate 
to a Congressman’s duties of office, but are examples of sexual misconduct that may or may not 
be illegal but are nonetheless extremely important in determining an elected official’s 
qualifications for office.  
The list of Congressmen was assembled using a 1998 Special Report for 
washingtonpost.com by Ken Rudin, the Historical Summary of Conduct Cases in the House of 
Representatives 1798-2004, and various news articles. All identified cases of sexual misconduct 
alleged against a member of Congress involved a male perpetrator. The only “sex scandal” found 
that involved a female member of Congress related to an extramarital affair the woman had years 
before being elected, which does not fit the specific criteria to constitute sexual misconduct in this 
investigation. Furthermore, some recent cases of female elected officials involved in incidents 
related to sexual misconduct that have resulted in news coverage and resignations have to do with 
female members of Congress keeping an alleged perpetrator of sexual misconduct on her staff 
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without repercussions and perhaps with cover-ups. While these cases are certainly noteworthy 
examples of the problem of sexual misconduct in Congress and the Congressional culture that 
tolerates such misconduct, these cases do not fit the stated criteria as the female member of 
Congress was not specifically accused of sexual misconduct. This is not to say that sexual 
misconduct is only carried out by male elected officials. Several cases of sexual misconduct 
allegations made against female elected officials have been seen at the state and local levels. While 
many, but not all, victims of sexual misconduct are female, males may face sexual misconduct but 
be less likely to report it or even acknowledge it due to norms of masculinity which may cause one 
to believe men cannot be victims of such behavior. However, from what the research does show, 
women are more likely than men to experience sexual harassment and assault both in life and in 
the workplace. It is important to remember that widespread lack of reporting means for every case 
of sexual misconduct, there could be several more that go unreported. Voter awareness of scandal 
is often impossible to judge, but considering the newspaper coverage of the scandals may give an 
indication into how readily available and widespread information was. 
While it is impossible to determine whether a scandal was the reason for a loss—or a win—
the case studies seek to gauge public perceptions of a candidate by identifying the information 
available to voters and the general political situations of a candidate. Sometimes, public opinion 
polls are available for certain candidates. Other times, scandal coverage is sparse and public 
knowledge is limited. The breadth of coverage and available information may offer insight into 
how the media and public viewed the severity of the scandal. However, some cases are elevated 
to national or world news for reasons beyond severity.  
Some of these cases were investigated by the House Ethics Committee, which evaluated 
any misconduct according to the broad House standard that each member “conduct himself at all 
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times in a manner which shall reflect creditably on the House.” The Ethics Committee primarily 
investigated only those matters that related to a member of Congress’ duties as a Congressman, 
but did sometimes address cases where the misconduct was less clearly related to the duties of 
office. In an article about the numerous sexual misconduct cases in 1989, David R. Obey, the chief 
author of the House ethics code in place at the time, commented, “I’m not at all convinced it is 
legitimate for the House to start speaking about every aspect of members’ lives.” However, another 
Congressman involved in the writing of the ethics code, Lee H. Hamilton, said, “This is a body 
that has to take into consideration public perceptions, because the heart of government is 
confidence in government institutions.”74 These two comments reflect the dissidence among views 
about judging elected officials’ behavior as part of their fitness for office. Rodrigo Praino, Daniel 
Stockemer, and Vincent G. Moscardelli found that when the House Ethics Committee opens an 
investigation into an official, the effect on the official’s margin of victory in the next election can 
be substantial.75 Some cases did receive a formal Committee inquiry and report, while others may 
have been recommended to the Committee for investigation and either investigated but not 
reported on or denied for inquiry.  
Using the ProQuest Historical Newspaper database, I searched for news articles about the 
members of Congress in the months or years surrounding the accusations. The Historical 
Newspaper database is limited to widely-circulated or national papers like The Washington Post, 
The New York Times, the Los Angeles Times, and the Chicago Tribune. Therefore, cited news 
coverage primarily originated in one of these newspapers. While this clearly presents a limitation, 
it also indicates that the case was significant enough to receive national news coverage. Some cases 
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were not covered by these national papers but were able to be investigated through local news 
sources. Local news sources provide the best context for constituent attitudes and are consulted 
when available, but many local newspapers do not have extensive online archives. After 2000, 
news became more readily available online which often led to wider coverage of the case, both by 
nationwide newspapers and smaller news sources. The Vanderbilt Television News Archive was 
also searched for coverage of the cases by the major television news channels.  
Election data was gathered from the MIT Election Data and Science Lab’s U.S. House 
1976-2016 and U.S. Senate 1976-2016 datasets. Some election results prior to 1976 and especially 
primary election results prior to 1990 were unable to be found. Sometimes individual vote share 
would be published in newspapers the day following the election (although percentage of vote 
share was more common), but accuracy is not guaranteed.   
The underlying hypothesis is that scandals will have a negative effect on a candidate’s vote 
share, and candidates accused of sexual misconduct will see lower electoral support in the election 
following the revelation of the scandal. While much scholarship investigates scandals using an 
evaluation of vote share over time, comparing scandal-involved candidates compared to non-
scandal compared candidates, only a few consider external factors influencing vote outcomes. 
Some studies do consider the political climate and party support in their statistical evaluation, but 
perhaps a better way to study scandals is to actually investigate the scandal, not just the election 
results. 
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Table 1 Cases of sexual misconduct in which the official ran for election or reelection 
Name Position Accused of… 
Year First 
Elected 
Year of 
Accusation
s 
Year of 
Election 
Elected/ 
Reelected? 
John Young 
Representative 
(D-TX) 
Sexual harassment 1956 1976 1976 Yes 
Allan Howe  
Representative 
(D-UT) 
Solicitation 1974 1976 1976 No 
Fred Richmond 
Representative 
(D-NY) 
Soliciting sex from 
a 16-year-old boy 
1974 1978 1978 Yes 
Jon Hinson 
Representative 
(R-MS) 
Homosexuality, 
indecent exposure, 
committing an 
obscene act 
1978 1980 1980 Yes 
Robert Bauman 
Representative 
(R-MD) 
Attempting to 
solicit sex from a 
16-year-old 
1972 1980 1980 No 
Thomas B. Evans, 
Jr. 
Representative 
(R-DE) 
Trading sex for 
political influence 
1976 1981 1982 No 
Dan Crane 
Representative 
(R-IL) 
Congressional Page 
Sex Scandal 
1978 1983 1984 No 
Gerry Studds 
Representative 
(D-MA) 
Congressional Page 
Sex Scandal 
1972 1983 1984 Yes 
Ernie Konnyu 
Representative 
(R-CA) 
Sexual harassment 1986 1987 1988 No 
Jim Bates 
Representative 
(D-CA) 
Sexual harassment  1982 1988 1988 Yes 
Donald “Buz” 
Lukens 
Representative 
(R-OH) 
Contributing to the 
delinquency of a 
minor for having 
sex with a 16-year-
old girl 
1986 
(although 
served 
previously 
in House 
1967-
1971) 
1989 1990 No 
Gus Savage 
Representative 
(D-IL) 
Sexual advances 1980 1989 1990 Yes 
Barney Frank 
Representative 
(D-MA) 
Unethical 
behaviors in 
relationship with 
prostitute 
1980 1989 1990 Yes 
Daniel Inouye Senator (D-HI) 
Sexual assault and 
harassment 
1952 
(House), 
1962 
(Senate) 
1992 1992 Yes 
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1970s 
The earliest identified cases of sexual misconduct were in 1976. While sex scandals have 
always existed, the movement for women’s equality during the 1970s likely contributed to the rise 
in publicity in these types of scandals. Women, empowered by the fight for equal working 
Mel Reynolds 
Representative 
(D-IL) 
Statutory rape 1992 1994 1994 
Yes, but 
resigned 
after being 
convicted 
in 1995 
Jim Bunn 
Representative 
(OR-R) 
Affair with chief of 
staff 
1994 1996 1996 No 
John Peterson 
Representative 
(R-PA) 
Sexual harassment 
and assault 
1996 1996 1996 Yes 
Max Baucus Senator (D-MT) Sexual harassment 1978 1999 2002 Yes 
Don Sherwood 
Representative 
(R-PA) 
Domestic abuse 1998 2005 2006 No 
Steven LaTourette 
Representative 
(R-OH) 
Affair with staffer 1994 2003 2004 Yes 
David Vitter Senator (R-LA) Solicitation 2004 2007 2010 Yes 
Tim Mahoney 
Representative 
(D-FL) 
Placing mistress on 
staff, paying an ex-
staffer to head off a 
sexual harassment 
lawsuit 
2006 2008 2008 No 
Scott DesJarlais 
Representative 
(R-TN) 
Domestic violence, 
having affairs with 
patients while chief 
of staff at a 
medical center 
2010 
2010, 2012, 
2014 
2010, 
2012, 
2014 
Yes 
James Comer 
Representative 
(R-KY) 
Domestic violence 2016 2015 2016 Yes 
Vance McAllister 
Representative 
(R-LA) 
Extramarital 
encounter (with a 
staff member) 
2013 2014 2014 No 
Roy Moore 
Senate 
candidate in 
Alabama (R) 
Sexual misconduct n/a 2017 2017 No 
Tony Cárdenas 
Representative 
(D-CA) 
Sexual assault 2012 2018 2018 Yes 
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conditions free of harassment, may have felt more comfortable coming forward with accusations 
against powerful officials. 
Rep. John Young (D-TX) was accused of sexual harassment in 1976 but did not experience 
backlash until 1978, when he lost in the Democratic primary.76 An employee, Colleen Gardner, 
alleged she had been hired onto his staff for the primary purpose of sex. The scandal was one 
among a few that broke in May 1976 involving Congressmen hiring women onto their staff for sex 
and paying them with public funds. Rep. Wayne Hays (D-OH) was implicated in the Elizabeth 
Ray scandal at the same time, but Hays decided to resign from Congress. Rep. Young’s decision 
to continue his campaign for reelection instead of resigning like Rep. Hays likely related how 
Justice Department officials and the press distinguished the two Congressmen’s scandals. While 
Ray claimed in a now-infamous quote, “I can’t type, I can’t file, I can’t even answer the phone,” 
Gardner did work beside the alleged sex-related duties which made making a case of fraud more 
difficult.77 In one television interview, Young quipped: “[Gardner] does type, she does file, she 
can answer a phone.”78 Rep. Young called for an investigation into his alleged misconduct and 
claimed that an inquiry would reveal his innocence, and the Justice Department did clear him in 
August 1976.79 Rep. Young won 61 percent of the vote in the 1976 general election, despite the 
allegations of sexual harassment. However, Rep. Young’s loss in the 1978 primary was attributed 
to his scandal, which had seen a resurgence in the press after Young’s wife, Jane Young, 
committed suicide in July 1977. While Mrs. Young did not leave a suicide note, the news coverage 
of her death drew headlines such as “Wife of Sex Scandal Figure Kills Herself,” suggesting that 
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her husband’s scandal played a role in her death.80 Rep. Young’s defeat in the primary was 
described as an “upset” after an 11-term tenure.  
 
Around the same time as Young’s misconduct unfolded, Rep. Allan T. Howe (D-UT), a 
first-term Congressman, was arrested and charged with soliciting sex from undercover police 
officers in Salt Lake City, Utah. Despite his arrest for solicitation, Howe refused to withdraw as 
the Democratic nominee for the seat.81 Howe, a Mormon, received backlash from the Mormon 
Church and leaders called for his resignation.82 He claimed that his arrest was a politically-
motivated “setup or trap” and pled innocent to the misdemeanor charge. Salt Lake City had a 
program specifically to arrest “clients” paying for sex in an attempt to “clean up the streets” which 
had a 91 percent conviction rate.83 Unlike several prostitution cases involving Congressmen that 
never went to trial, Howe’s case was a result of heightened scrutiny and media pressure to pursue 
the charges. The media coverage was a concern for Howe’s defense, especially since many 
prospective jurors belonged to the Mormon Church and heard their leader’s condemnation of 
him.84 Howe went to trial in July 1976 and was convicted, which he appealed to the District Court, 
only to be found guilty again in August.85 Several of Howe’s campaign staff quit their jobs during 
this time, state leaders including the Governor and a Senator called for his withdrawal from the 
race, and polls showed that only 10 percent of Mormon voters would vote for him.86 The loss of 
support from the Mormon Church was likely one of the deciding factors in Howe’s defeat. Howe 
lost 9 percent in vote share from his first election in 1974 to his second and final election in 1976. 
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Rep. Joe Waggonner (D-LA) was arrested in Washington, D.C. in 1976 after allegedly 
attempting to solicit an undercover female police officer for sex. However, as soon as Waggonner 
identified himself as a member of Congress at the police station, he was released and no public 
incident report was created.87 Article I, Section 6 of the Constitution grants members of Congress 
immunity from crimes except “treason, felony, and breach of the peace.”88 The D.C. police also 
had a policy exempting members of Congress from misdemeanor charges, preventing Waggonner 
from ever being booked and charged. One article described the police handling or the incident a 
“cover up” that reached to “the top levels of the Washington police department and into the US 
attorney’s office.” What the police called solicitation, Waggonner wrote off as “meaningless 
banter.”89 Congress considered how to regain the trust of the public in light of several sex scandals 
that arose around the same time, suggesting that their privileges should be reduced and a body 
established to respond to complaints by women who may have been “wronged by members of 
                                                 
87 “Decoy Hookers Reportedly Snare Louisiana Lawmaker,” Los Angeles Times, June 17, 1976. 
88 U.S. Const. art. I, § 6. 
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Congress. The immunity clause was reevaluated after the incident and a subsequent ruling by the 
Justice Department significantly limited members of Congress’ immunity privileges. Members 
were no longer exempt from crimes such as drunk driving and soliciting a prostitute.90 Waggonner 
was unopposed in both the 1974 election, pre-scandal, and the 1976 election, post-scandal. He was 
reelected to what would be his final term in Congress. He did not run for reelection in 1978 and 
retired in 1979.  
 
Rep. Fred Richmond (D-NY) faced a scandal in the 1978 election cycle after admitting 
soliciting sex from a 16-year-old boy.91 The incident occurred in Washington, D.C., where the age 
of consent was 16, although prostitution and sodomy were illegal at the time. The confession came 
after he agreed to psychiatric treatment to avoid prosecution for soliciting an undercover police 
officer. The incident drew headlines as Richmond held the title of wealthiest member of Congress 
at the time. He wrote a letter to his constituents admitting his wrongdoing, asking “prayerfully” 
for their “compassion and understanding.” Richmond, divorced and a father of two, said he could 
not give any logical explanation for his acts of solicitation of a “young man” and the police officer. 
Despite several challengers in the Democratic primary, Richmond secured renomination. His 
victory in the general election likely had to do with the strong Democratic lean in his district as 
well as low voter turnout and a weak opponent.92 Richmond lost 8 percent of the vote, but this did 
not significantly impact his vote share and he won with over 76 percent of the vote.   
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1980s 
The 1980s had the most cases involving politicians accused of sexual misconduct who 
chose to run for reelection. It may not be the decade with the greatest number of cases overall, 
since the list does not include any instances where the official chose to resign. However, several 
key cases occurred in the 1980s, many of which would offer guidance for leaders in Congress in 
how to handle future cases of sexual misconduct.   
The 1980 election cycle saw two cases of alleged “homosexual conduct,” as it was referred 
to at the time. A freshman congressman, Rep. Jon Hinson (R-MS), admitted to being charged with 
committing an “obscene act” in 1976 and surviving a deadly fire at a cinema known to be a “gay 
haunt” he frequented in Washington, D.C. but denied being gay. His announcement seemingly 
came out of nowhere about three months before the election. The admission may have been an 
attempt to get ahead of a potential news leak related to a deposition Hinson voluntarily filed in 
support of families of the fire victims in a lawsuit against the cinema.93 Hinson also disclosed that 
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he had paid a fine for “creating a public nuisance” after being accused of an obscene act in 
September 1976. The lack of backlash in Hinson’s district over his admission was surprising due 
to the conservative lean. Hinson faced two opponents in the general election, one a Democrat and 
the other an Independent, however neither seemed to try to use Hinson’s discretion to their 
advantage. The Independent candidate was quoted as saying “there are too many other issues more 
important to the people of this district” to be addressing Hinson’s personal life.94 Hinson had a 
strong conservative voting record that pleased his constituents, and key conservative businessmen 
and local figures endorsed him. While he won only 38.97 percent of the vote overall in the 1980 
election, the Democrat and Independent candidates split the vote and Hinson was reelected. Hinson 
lost over 12 percent in vote share between 1978 and 1980. However, Hinson did not even finish 
this term, as he was arrested on charges of “attempted oral sodomy” in D.C., leading to his 
resignation in 1981. 
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Rep. Robert Bauman (R-MD) was charged with the crime of oral sodomy on a teenage boy 
in D.C. in October 1980 and lost reelection the following month. According to a Washington Post 
article around the time of his arrest, the FBI began investigating Bauman after a tip alleged he had 
been soliciting boys in bars.95 The source also claimed Bauman had solicited sex and taken the 
boy from D.C. to Maryland, an interstate violation. Bauman was only charged with one count of 
solicitation, but reports claimed that he had been soliciting teenage boys for months by driving 
around to gay bars in D.C. in “his personal car with its congressional license plate.” He blamed his 
actions on his alcoholism and agreed to enter a rehabilitation program in order to avoid 
prosecution.96 Bauman was one of the top Republicans in the House, so the revelation of what he 
called his “personal tendencies” came across as hypocritical; he had once voted against a measure 
to protect homosexuals from discrimination.97 In addition, he was originally popular in his district 
partly because of his strong stance on moral issues.98 Bauman lost over 15 percent in vote share 
between the 1978 and 1980 elections.   
In 1982, Bauman tried to re-enter politics and reclaim his seat, only to drop out of the race 
before the primary election. His decision to withdraw was attributed to the lasting effects of his 
scandal, used by his opponents to discredit him, as well as the strong competitors he was facing in 
the primary.99 
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Sexual conduct between individuals of the same sex was criminalized in the 1970s and 
1980s. According to the 1980 General Social Survey, 71 percent of Americans disapproved of 
sexual relations between same-sex adults. However, public disapproval toward extramarital sex 
was similar at 70 percent.100 It is difficult to determine whether same-sex sexual relationships were 
condemned more than extramarital relationships at the time and whether voters would punish an 
elected official more for a same-sex sexual relationship. One writer for The New York Times 
suggested that “what is considered wrong, and what is considered permissible under certain 
circumstances for public officials, are two different things.”101 Some newspapers thought that 
Richmond’s scandal from the previous election year would harm him in the 1980 election, but it 
again did not make a difference.102  
Hinson’s and Richmond’s wins and Bauman’s loss make for an interesting comparison. 
Richmond represented a very Democratic district which seemed unbothered by his past 
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misconduct. However, Hinson came from Mississippi, and some thought he would be “run out of 
Mississippi,” but his strong conservative voting record seemed to appeal to the voters. In addition, 
his hometown newspaper endorsed him, claiming that “attitudes and actions are different than they 
were.” Most importantly, one commentator suggested, was his “religious conversion and his 
marriage to a pretty young lady,” which led voters to believe the Congressman when he asserted 
he was not gay.103 Bauman blamed his misconduct on the “twin compulsions” of alcoholism and 
homosexual tendencies, while he claimed he was not gay. The Republican party’s denial of 
funding for his reelection as a way to express disapproval for his actions likely further contributed 
to Bauman’s loss.104 However, following Hinson’s public announcement, GOP party leaders said 
that they would continue to support his reelection campaign.105 No clear explanation exists for why 
Hinson and Bauman, both accused of similar misconduct and both Republicans, had different 
public reactions and electoral fates.  
 
 Former Rep. Thomas B. Evans, Jr. (R-DE) was accused in 1981 of trading sex for political 
influence with a lobbyist, Paula Parkinson. On a vacation to Florida in 1980, Evans and two other 
Congressmen, Rep. Tom Railsback (R-IL) and Sen. Dan Quayle, who was a Representative at the 
time, shared a house with Parkinson. Later, the three voted against a crop insurance bill that the 
woman was lobbying against. However, Suzanne Garment, author of Scandal: The Crisis of 
Mistrust in American Politics, claims that Rep. Evans would have likely voted against the bill 
anyway, as almost all Republicans opposed the bill.106 In a statement, Rep. Evans said that he 
regretted “any association” he had with Parkinson and that “these stories have had a devastating 
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effect on my family.”107 The Justice Department investigated Parkinson’s activities and the 
allegation of influencing votes in 1981, but no charges were ultimately filed.  
Another representative who was alleged to also have been involved with Parkinson, Rep. 
Tom Railsback (R-IL), rejected any suggestion that vote-trading occurred since “Paula wasn’t even 
sure what side of the issue she was on…lobbying isn’t her strong suit.”108 Railsback’s involvement 
is not emphasized as much as Evans, likely since Parkinson claimed she had conducted a long-
term affair with Evans specifically.109 According to the Washington Post, Evans refused to resign 
despite calls from his local newspaper, the Wilmington News-Journal.110 While there was no 
evidence found of vote trading, Evans’ alleged involvement may have cost him his seat, because 
his constituents voted him out in 1982. Evans had won over 60 percent of the vote in 1980, 
compared to 46.34 percent in 1982. In articles related to the 1982 election results, The Washington 
Post attributed the scandal to Evans’ loss, as well as his support for President Reagan as a potential 
detractor for voters.111 The two other men implicated in the scandal were Rep. Tom Railsback, 
who lost reelection in 1983, and Sen. Dan Quayle, who did not face reelection until 1986, which 
he subsequently won. 
 
The Congressional Page Sex Scandal occurred in 1983, in which Rep. Dan Crane (R-IL) 
and Rep. Gerry Studds (R-MA) admitted to having sexual relationships with a 17-year-old female 
page and a 17-year-old male page, respectively. The relationships were legally consensual, but 
prompted people to question the acceptability of the large age gap and whether it is wrong for an 
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employer to have a relationship with an employee. The Congressional Page Sex Scandal was the 
first case in which the House Ethics Committee took disciplinary action against members for 
sexual misconduct.112 Both Congressmen were censured by the House but faced different electoral 
fates in 1984: Rep. Crane lost reelection and Rep. Studds won reelection. The two cases provide 
an interesting comparison. Both committed morally questionable acts, received the same 
punishment in Congress, yet received different reactions from their constituents. Crane apologized 
for his behavior in front of the House, while Studds refused to apologize, claiming it was 
consensual sexual relations between two adults that did not “warrant the attention of the House.”113 
The relationship between Studds and the page had occurred 10 years prior, compared to Crane 
who had been involved with the female page just three years before. The scandal led to Rep. Studds 
revealing he was gay, but constituents seemed to look past his indiscretion as well as his sexuality, 
largely attributed to Massachusetts’ more accepting, liberal culture.  
Crane, on the other hand, was ousted by his constituents after three terms in office. He was 
described as a “staunchly conservative Republican” from a rural district in central Illinois, that 
elected a Democrat instead of their scandal-tarred incumbent.114 Basinger, in one of the few 
thorough investigations into moral scandals, surmised that the deciding factor between Crane and 
Studds was the role of partisanship. In the election, Crane’s Republican-leaning district seemingly 
relied on their morals and voted based on character, drawing them to the Democratic candidate. 
Basinger’s research into scandals led him to believe that voting on the issues and voting one’s 
conscience was the same for Democrats, and Studds was the clear choice for voters.115  
The scandal may seem like the obvious cause of Rep. Crane’s loss, but the entire context 
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of Crane’s electoral and personal history should be explored. The Chicago Tribune reported in 
February 1984 that Rep. Crane’s seat was vulnerable even before the scandal broke due to a 
relatively nonpartisan district and strong challengers both in the Republican primary and general 
election.116 In September, another article reported that the censure did not cause Crane to lose 
conservative support in his district and the general election would be a toss-up between him and 
the Democrat challenger state Sen. Terry Bruce.117 Crane had won only 52 percent of the vote in 
his previous election, and the Democrat candidate worked hard to portray himself as a moderate 
liberal in order to win over some conservative supporters who may have been dismayed by Crane’s 
misconduct. Unlike Crane’s small margin of victory in 1982, Studds had previously received 
strong support from his district, winning almost 69 percent of the vote in 1982. Another potentially 
important factor was Studds received the endorsement of The Boston Globe, while the Chicago 
Tribune endorsed Crane’s challenger.118 In sum, although Studds lost the greater percentage of 
vote share, he previously had strong electoral support which helped him win reelection, while 
Crane’s poor showing in the pre-scandal election made him more vulnerable in the post-election 
scandal and he was defeated. 
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Two of the most well-known and earliest cases of sexual harassment in Congress involve 
Rep. Ernie Konnyu (R-CA) who was accused in 1987 and Rep. Jim Bates (D-CA) who was 
accused in 1988. Konnyu was a first-term Congressman and ran for reelection in 1988 but was 
defeated in the Republican primary. Konnyu was only nine months into his first term when three 
reports of sexual harassment arose, first reported in the local newspaper, the San Jose Mercury 
News. He had apparently made comments on an aide’s body, touched a lobbyist’s knee 
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inappropriately during a lunch, and made comments concerning a staffer’s clothes, saying that she 
should wear “high heels and frilly blouses,” and made her twirl around for him during a private 
meeting.119 The Los Angeles Times reported that a poll of voters in Konnyu’s district revealed that 
34.3 percent favored electing a new representative and only 27.8 percent still supported Konnyu.120  
Since Konnyu’s misconduct was revealed in a nonelection year, challengers were able to 
enter the race and beat him in the primary. Konnyu’s harassment was not the only aspect deterring 
voters, however. He was defiant among House Republicans, alienated the GOP leaders, and 
ignored the needs of constituents and industries in his district.121 Several challengers, both 
Republicans and Democrats, entered the race to compete against the incumbent who was 
increasingly seen as vulnerable. Konnyu had won the 1986 primary with almost 53 percent of the 
vote and the general election with over 59 percent of the vote, but lost in the 1988 Republican 
primary, winning only 42 percent of the vote.  
 
The Washington, D.C. newspaper Roll Call broke the story of Rep. Bates’ sexual 
harassment in September 1988, just a few weeks before Bates was expected to win reelection. 
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Unlike many incumbents, Bates was not running unopposed and the GOP had been fielding a 
candidate despite Bates’ past success and the district’s liberal lean. Bates’ opponent, Rob 
Butterfield, Jr., relied heavily on the allegations in his campaign and tried to turn the election into 
a referendum on Bates’ honesty and integrity.122 Before the 1988 election, the Los Angeles Times 
reported that 14 women had come forward with sexual harassment complaints against Bates. The 
Congressman had apologized for “flirting and kidding around.”123 A post-election Los Angeles 
Times article attributed Bates’ win to his district’s Democratic voter registration advantage and 
Bates’ “combative response to the charges.”124 Official complaints against Bates were filed by two 
women following the release of the story, previously afraid of retribution if they had complained. 
The women’s complaints, dated October 7, 1988, appeared in the House Ethics Committee’s final 
report on Bates’ misconduct, detailing just several of the numerous instances of sexual harassment 
by Bates.  
The report by the House Committee on Standards of Official Conduct was issued following 
year, 1989, and brought Bates’ misconduct back into the national light, which may explain his 
defeat in the 1990 election to a Republican. While the report gave official credence to the women’s 
complaints, voters had known about the allegations of sexual harassment before the 1988 election 
and did not vote him out of office. Instead of believing the women making the accusations, voters 
gave Bates the benefit of the doubt. Perhaps voters assumed Bates innocent until proven guilty and 
the House Ethics Committee investigation was the factor proving his guilt. Voters eventually did 
do what one might describe as the “right” thing, especially since Bates seemed to continue to refuse 
to accept responsibility and decided to run for reelection even after the report. 
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Rep. Donald “Buz” Lukens (R-OH) became the first representative to serve a jail sentence 
as a member of Congress when he was convicted of contributing to the unruliness of a minor, a 
misdemeanor, for having sex with a 16-year-old girl. A Columbus television station originally 
revealed the misconduct after the girl’s mother sought to make the news public. The mother met 
with Lukens while wearing a recording device, which captured Lukens saying, “Well, you know I 
didn’t really know she was a teen-ager.”125 The case received extensive media attention, with 
national newspapers reporting on Lukens’ indictment, the seating of the jury, his eventual 
conviction, and any statement Lukens made proclaiming his innocence.126 He received a 
suspended sentence of 30 days in jail and a $500 fine.127 The age of consent in Ohio was and is 16 
years old, so Rep. Lukens did not violate any statutory rape laws. However, according to the Ohio 
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Alliance to End Sexual Violence, in cases such as this where statutory rape laws are not violated, 
the parents of the minor can lodge a complaint and the alleged perpetrator can be charged with 
contributing to the unruliness of a child or contributing to the delinquency of a child.128 These two 
charges were indeed what Rep. Lukens was charged with and convicted of, but the conviction on 
contributing to the delinquency of a child was dropped by the judge. The investigation was turned 
over to the Federal Bureau of Investigation since the recorded audio suggested that Lukens had 
potentially attempted to bribe the girl’s mother to ensure her silence, but the FBI eventually found 
this claim to be without merit.129  
In an article entitled, “Constituents Unhappy About Lukens,” residents of Ohio’s Eighth 
Congressional District were asked what they thought about their Representative since his 
conviction, with most stating that they wanted him to resign. One constituent, however, said that 
what Lukens had done was “his private life…and it has nothing to do with the way he does his 
job.” The article says that Lukens was claiming he was receiving messages “2 to 1 in favor of his 
decision to stay in office,” but the local newspaper The Hamilton Journal-News came out against 
him, the Ohio Republican Party called for his resignation, and Republicans were already 
expressing intent to run against him in the next election.130 Lukens announced he intended to 
remain in Congress while he appealed the decision.131 His conviction would later be upheld by the 
state appeals court and the Ohio Supreme Court.132 
In late 1990, Lukens was nearing the end of his Congressional tenure after losing the 
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primary when he was accused of an additional act of sexual misconduct. A woman had informed 
her supervisors of an incident in a Capitol elevator in which Lukens made “unwanted and 
unsolicited sexual advances” towards her.133 The allegation caused the House Ethics Committee 
to make the unusual decision to reopen an inquiry into Lukens it had previously closed due to his 
primary election loss. Some commentators expected the Ethics Committee to quickly push the case 
to a floor vote in order to issue a reprimand, censure, or expulsion, while others assured the press 
that amidst intense pressure from House Republican leaders, Lukens was only days away from 
issuing a resignation.134 Indeed, Lukens resigned on October 24, 1990 in order to avoid a further 
investigation by the House Ethics Committee.135  
 
Misconduct by Rep. Barney Frank (D-MA) was revealed in August 1989 after a male 
prostitute, Stephen Gobie, he had hired shared his story with The Washington Times. Frank 
revealed he was gay in 1987, becoming only the second openly gay member of Congress. Gobie 
claimed that Frank had first hired him for sex in 1985 but had eventually been hired by Frank as 
an aide, paid $20,000 a year from Frank’s personal funds.136 Frank also fixed parking tickets for 
Gobie and wrote letters to Virginia probation officials on Gobie’s behalf, using official 
congressional stationary.137 Gobie also admitted to running a prostitution service out of Frank’s 
apartment, which Frank apparently knew about. Frank denied knowing about the service and 
claimed he had fired Gobie when he found out about it in 1987.  
Reactions to Frank’s misconduct were mixed, with some fellow Democrats even calling 
for his resignation. In Scandal: A Crisis of Mistrust in American Politics, Garment wrote that “[a] 
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number of congressmen, when asked for their opinions of the scandal, were heard to mouth some 
version of the statesmanlike formula, “Let his constituents decide.””138 One article questioned 
what Frank would be resigning over, because if the reason was about sexual misconduct, that 
standard “would partially depopulate the Congress.”139 Commentators also compared Rep. Frank 
and Rep. Studds, mentioning that Rep. Studds should have also resigned under this standard. Many 
articles also invoked Rep. Lukens’ ongoing scandal, saying that Democrats should rebuke Frank 
just as Republicans had rebuked Lukens. 140 A debate sparked over the role of Frank’s sexuality, 
with one side claiming Frank was being targeted for being gay, while the other side claimed the 
Democrats had deemed “the nation’s homosexuals” an “untouchable and protected pressure 
group.” The response from Frank’s constituents was varied; one article wrote that “the voters back 
home defy generalization.”141 Some constituents felt that Frank’s behavior was an embarrassment 
to the district and that the state of Massachusetts “doesn’t need two,” although it was not clear 
whether “two” referred to two Congressmen involved in ethics violations or two gay Congressmen. 
Not everyone felt the same way, however, with one constituent calling Frank “a man for the 
people.”  
The House Ethics Committee opened an investigation into Frank’s activities in September 
1989.142 Frank welcomed the inquiry, even requesting one himself and stating that he wanted an 
opportunity to defend himself in front of the Committee.143 The Committee on the Standards of 
Official Conduct submitted their report on Frank on July 20, 1990. The investigation looked at the 
alleged use of Frank’s apartment for prostitution, Frank’s communication with probation officials, 
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the dismissal of parking tickets, and alleged sexual activity in the House gymnasium. The 
Committee determined that Frank did not have knowledge of Gobie’s prostitution at his apartment 
and the claims of sexual activity were unfounded. However, Frank did make “misleading 
statements” to Virginia probation officials which could have been interpreted as “an attempt to use 
political influence to affect…Mr. Gobie’s probation,” and he did coordinate the dismissal of 33 of 
Gobie’s parking tickets.144 In making their recommendation, the Ethics Committee acknowledged 
Frank’s regret for his poor judgment. They ordered him to pay restitution for the dismissed parking 
tickets and recommended a formal reprimand for Frank’s behavior. The House voted to reprimand 
Frank in July 1990, and despite arguments for his expulsion, more serious punishments were voted 
down.145 While one article following his reprimand claimed support from his district had 
“plummeted,” Frank lost less than 5 percent in vote share in the election following the scandal and 
was continuously reelected until his retirement in 2013.146  
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Rep. Gus Savage (D-IL) was accused of making sexual advances in 1989 on a Peace Corps 
worker in Zaire.147 In the 1988 primary election, Savage won 52.43 percent of the vote. In the 1990 
primary, he won with 51.48 percent of the vote. The House Committee on Standards of Official 
Conduct released their report regarding Savage’s alleged misconduct on January 31, 1990. The 
Committee concluded that while they acknowledged the events did occur and they disapproved of 
Savage’s behavior, “the Committee has not had occasion either to focus on or to address such a 
matter in a prior case report.”148 Their conclusion was to rebuke Rep. Savage’s actions and “place 
other Members on notice that future conduct of the type herein described will be viewed in the 
context of this Report with the clear possibility that additional action might be pursued.” Savage 
issued an apology letter which read in full: “While in Zaire earlier this year, if you felt personally 
offended by any words or actions of mine, I apologize, because I never intended to offend and was 
not aware that you felt offended at that time.” Had Savage not already issued an apology letter, the 
House Committee’s recommendation would have been to instruct him to write an apology letter.  
While he was reelected in his post-scandal election, it would be the last term he served in 
office. Savage was defeated by Mel Reynolds in the 1992 Democratic primary. This defeat was 
likely influenced by a number of factors. Since the scandal and the Ethics Committee decision 
occurred much before the 1990 election and he was not voted out of office then, the scandal likely 
did not play a role in his defeat. Savage was a notoriously controversial figure in his Chicago 
district and in Congress. The Chicago Tribune called Reynolds a “soothing antidote” to Savage’s 
anti-white, anti-Semitic rhetoric.149  
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1990s 
In October 1992, Sen. Daniel Inouye (D-HI) was accused by his long-time hairdresser, 
Lenore Kwock, of “nonconsensual intercourse” 17 years prior and “persistent groping” during the 
two-decades they had known each other.150 Kwock’s story had been recorded without her 
knowledge by a campaign volunteer for Inouye’s opponent, Republican Rick Reed, in the 1992 
election. Reed used the recording against Inouye in a televised campaign advertisement. The first 
version of the ad had the subtitle, “Rape & Dan Inouye,” but was later edited to remove the word 
rape to read “Inouye & Women.” Reed said that he believed the situation described by Kwock on 
the tape was rape, but changed the ad because he understood some might see that as 
“inflammatory.” Inouye addressed the allegations by saying, “First of all, I deny that. And 
secondly…this is a race for the United States Senate. The issues before this country are grave and 
serious, and now we find the slime has reached Hawaii.” In an interview, Inouye said, “I’m not 
suggesting that she is lying…I don’t know why she’s saying these things.” Reed pulled the ad only 
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days later at the request of Kwock, stating that “it was obvious [the ads] had accomplished their 
purpose” of revealing the misconduct allegations.151 Inouye had served as a member of Congress 
for Hawaii since it became a state in 1959, first as a member of the House of Representatives and 
then as a Senator. While Inouye did go on to win reelection, his percentage of vote share decreased 
over 16 percent in the 1992 election (57 percent) compared to the 1986 election (74 percent).  
In early 1993, after Inouye had secured another term in office, a state representative in 
Hawaii, Anelle C. Amaral, publicized additional allegations of sexual harassment by Inouye. 
Amaral said she spoke with nine women who came forward with sexual harassment claims against 
Inouye, but none were willing to make their names public. The claims were unsubstantiated, and 
Amaral was highly criticized for circulating these accusations, eventually apologizing for sharing 
the story “without a complainant, [and] without specific proof and confirmation.”152 While Amaral 
may have erred in disclosing the stories without the women’s permission, she was criticized more 
than Inouye had been.  
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Rep. Mel Reynolds (D-IL) originally won his seat in 1992 by defeating the incumbent, Gus 
Savage, in the Democratic primary. On August 20, 1994, Reynolds was indicted on charges of 
criminal sexual assault, aggravated criminal sexual abuse, child pornography, and obstruction of 
justice.153 A former underage campaign worker for Reynolds, Beverly Heard, alleged they had sex 
when she was 16 years old. The age of consent in Illinois was 17 years old.154 News of the 20-
count felony indictment reported that investigators had a taped phone conversation between 
Reynolds and Heard in which Reynolds implicated himself in having a sexual relationship with 
the minor.155 Calls for his resignation came almost immediately after the public became aware of 
the case against Reynolds. Reynolds had been in the news just days before the indictment when 
officials announced an investigation into his handling of campaign funds.156 On September 12, 
1994, Reynolds officially pled “not guilty to all charges.”157  
Rep. Reynolds was running unopposed for a second term representing Illinois’ 2nd 
Congressional District in the 1994 general election. The scandal propelled both Republican and 
Independent challengers to enter the race at the eleventh hour in hopes of defeating the incumbent 
as a write-in. While not impossible, a write-in candidate winning the election was seen as 
implausible, especially for a Republican candidate in the strongly-Democratic district.158 In 
addition, one of the aspiring write-in candidates stated that he would not use Reynolds’ criminal 
charges against him in the campaign.159 Reynolds’ reelection was “all but assured” but the Chicago 
Tribune announced that while it was too soon to call for his resignation, they would not endorse 
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him.160 Some reports shared constituents’ strong sentiments against Reynolds, especially after he 
entered his plea. One constituent said, “We don’t want him in office…I voted for him, and he 
betrayed me…We don’t want our children to be his next victim.”161 The Washington Post reported 
that following the indictment, Reynolds did not receive any campaign donations from his 
constituents.162 Reynolds went on to win the election with 98.06 percent of the vote, with the 
strongest write-in challenger garnering 1.63 percent. Turnout was low; in the 1992 election, over 
230,000 people voted and Reynolds won over 180,000 votes. In 1994, only about 96,000 people 
voted. A New York Times and CBS News Poll surveyed Chicago voters and found many just 
could not support the candidates on the ballot.163  
The Chicago Tribune reported that Reynolds was one of only four members of Congress 
who underwent a criminal trial during their Congressional tenure out of 17 members who had been 
charged with crimes in the 10 years prior.164 Reynolds was convicted of criminal sexual assault, 
sexual abuse, child pornography, and obstruction of justice on August 22, 1995.165 He announced 
his resignation from Congress on September 1, 1995.166  
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Jim Bunn (R-OR) was in his first term in Congress when he divorced his wife and began 
to date an aide, Sonja Skurdal. Bunn was in the “GOP’s Class of ’94,” one of 71 Republican 
freshmen elected in 1994. Several members of this class would go on to experience divorces, sex 
scandals, and political downfalls.167 Bunn was criticized for his divorce because he had 
campaigned as a “deeply rooted family man.”168 Bunn and Skurdal’s relationship drew controversy 
when records showed that Skurdal was one of the highest paid aides on Capitol Hill with a salary 
of over $97,000 per year, despite also being one of the least experienced.169 Bunn eventually 
promoted Skurdal to be his chief of staff and married her in 1996. That same year, Bunn ran for 
reelection but was defeated after only one term. Many attributed the loss to Bunn’s unethical 
behaviors of promoting his wife and raising her salary.170 However, Bunn’s political performance 
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in the House likely also contributed; The Washington Post reported that Bunn’s opponent had 
called him “a Gingrich clone.”171 Bunn only lost 3.82 percent in vote share, but that was enough 
to make him lose the election.  
 
 
Only three cases of first-time candidates for US Congress accused of sexual misconduct 
were found. The first involved a Pennsylvania state Senator running for the US House of 
Representatives. In 1996, a report was published in the Harrisburg Patriot News, a local 
Pennsylvania newspaper, about accusations of sexual harassment against a candidate for Congress. 
The accused was state senator John Peterson, the Republican candidate for Pennsylvania’s 5th 
Congressional district. The reports claimed Peterson had made unwanted sexual advances to four 
female employees, one of which was a teenage page. At least six women had complained about 
working with the state Senator, who denied that any employees had left his staff because of sexual 
harassment.172 Peterson did admit that he “may have been an excessive hugger…but it was never 
a sexual advance,” claiming that he was just a “too friendly person.” None of the women filed a 
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formal complaint. The news generally remained within and around the district, although the story 
did appear in a New York Times article about the 1996 presidential race. That article stated that 
while the accusations were dismissed by Peterson as a political attack, the revelation gave some 
hope to Peterson’s Democratic challenger.173  
The accusations did not seem to hurt Peterson, however, as he went on to win more than 
60 percent of the vote a month later. However, following a complaint that Peterson had grabbed 
an 18-year-old page’s breast in 1988, the Pennsylvania state Senate opened an investigation into 
the allegation. The report, released in January 1997, just two months following Peterson’s election 
to the U.S. House of Representatives, stated that the incident “most probably” occurred but no 
definite conclusion could be reached due to the amount of time that had passed and the lack of 
eyewitnesses and evidence. The report found that six out of seven people interviewed remembered 
being told by the victim about the incident around the time it happened. A female state senator at 
the time, Allyson Y. Schwartz, was quoted in one article as saying, “If you’re looking for 
verification, that’s as close as you’re going to get.”174 The Senate President Pro Tempore said that 
had Peterson still been a member of the state Senate, he would have called for an investigation by 
the Ethics Committee, but nothing more could be done due to Peterson’s departure. Peterson 
remained in Congress until 2008, when he retired after six terms. 
 
Coming off the Monica Lewinsky scandal, the news media was faced with another sexual 
harassment scandal. After being fired as the chief of staff of Sen. Max Baucus’s (D-MT) office, 
Christine Niedermeier alleged that Baucus fired her after refusing his sexual advances. Baucus 
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countered by saying he fired Niedermeier due to numerous complaints about her leadership style. 
The alleged misconduct consisted of “suggestions of interest beyond a working 
relationship…overly complimenting her on her appearance to an embarrassing degree, asking 
about her dating, her personal life…suggesting they go away for a weekend.” Niedermeier did file 
a complaint with the Office of Compliance in September 1999, which required Baucus and 
Niedermeier to undergo the mediation and waiting period process. No settlement was reached 
through this process, and Niedermeier chose not to continue the case to seek remedies in court.175 
However, in October 2000, Niedermeier filed a lawsuit alleging employment discrimination and 
claimed that she had been unable to get another job following her dismissal.176 In an article for 
Salon, Susan Crabtree wrote that “the whole case is probably a sad commentary on Capitol Hill, 
circa 1999” and “the Washington media has responded to the allegations with one long 
snore…President Clinton has perhaps forever raised the outrage bar for sexual misdeeds.”177 
Niedermeier claimed that she had proof of the harassment on her work email account, but she was 
unable to recover the emails after being fired.  
Baucus later drew controversy when he began dating his chief of staff, Melodee Hanes, 
and it was revealed he had nominated her to be a U.S. attorney in Montana. Baucus separated from 
his wife in March 2008 and allegedly began dating Hanes in the summer of 2008. Many saw this 
as a conflict of interest and an abuse of power. Baucus acknowledged the relationship in late 2009 
after the news broke online. The disclosure led to a deeper investigation into the relationship, and 
reporters found that Baucus gave Hanes a $14,000 raise and took her on a taxpayer-funded trip 
abroad even though foreign policy was not her specialty.178 Baucus claimed that her salary was in 
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line with staffers in similar roles, but the situation revealed potential problems with the lack of 
policies in Congress related to interoffice relationships, especially involving superiors and 
employees. Hanes withdrew her nomination for U.S. attorney “when the relationship became more 
serious” and she eventually left Baucus’ staff. The couple married in 2011.179 Baucus retired from 
Congress in 2013 and became a US ambassador to China. The lack of electoral retribution for 
Baucus is unsurprising. The allegations of sexual harassment were not widely reported on and 
Baucus was not up for reelection until two years after the accusations were made, enough time for 
the minor scandal to be forgotten. 
 
2000s 
Rep. Don Sherwood (R-PA) was accused of choking his mistress, Cynthia Ore, in 2004, 
according to the police report filed by the woman after the assault. Ore filed a lawsuit against 
Sherwood in 2005 for $2.5 million in damages, accusing him of assault and battery, gross 
negligence, and intentional infliction of emotional distress throughout the course of their five-year 
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affair. Ore revealed in one interview that Sherwood helped her get an unpaid internship at 
Congressman Bill Shuster’s office, although a spokesperson for Shuster stated that Ore had worked 
for the office for only two days.180 In a 30-second campaign ad, Sherwood admits his mistake and 
apologizes to his constituents for disappointing them. He also says that his family was working 
through the incident because of his “deep regret, our love, and the fact that the allegation of abuse 
was never true.” Sherwood’s Democratic opponent, Chris Carney, used the scandal and his 
apology against him in campaign ads. Just five days before the 2006 general election, the 
Associated Press reported that Sherwood settled the lawsuit with Ore in November 2005 for 
$500,000. The payment was to be issued in installments, with the final payment to be made after 
the 2006 election to guarantee Ore’s silence on the issue.181 Sherwood’s loss was significant 
compared to his margin of victories in his two previous elections, 2002 and 2004, when he won 
over 90 percent of the vote. 
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Rep. Steven LaTourette (R-OH) made headlines when he divorced his wife, Susan, in 2003. 
Susan made the news public when she gave an interview for The Hill, stating that LaTourette called 
her and said “he had a girlfriend and wanted a divorce.”182 LaTourette’s affair with his chief of 
staff, Jennifer Laptook, began prior to his divorce when Laptook was still a member of the 
Congressman’s staff. Laptook left LaTourette’s office in March 2003 and took a job at a firm that 
lobbied the House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee, which LaTourette chaired. The 
Congressman’s purported strong “family values” made the scandal especially hypocritical. In the 
2004 election, when LaTourette’s divorce was making headlines, his competitor apparently used 
his infidelity against him in campaign ads.183 Photos of LaTourette and Laptook together at her 
apartment appeared before the 2004 election and brought LaTourette’s prior infidelity into the 
spotlight.184 LaTourette won reelection, but his vote share decreased nine percent in the 2004 
election. He had won over 70 percent of the vote in the 2002 election, which would be his all-time 
high in vote share. LaTourette’s alleged infidelity and conflict of interest did not lead to voters 
removing him from office. LaTourette was a member of the “GOP’s Class of ‘94” the large 
Republican coalition of freshmen members of Congress that experienced several political and 
personal fallouts over the year. The couple eventually married in 2005, and LaTourette retired in 
2013. 
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In July 2007, Sen. David Vitter (R-LA) revealed that he had used the infamous escort 
service run by the “D.C. Madam.” Vitter likely released a statement to get ahead of the news after 
he received a phone call from an editor at Hustler magazine asking him about his involvement.185  
The D.C. Madam, Deborah Palfrey had been ordered to turn over her phone records during which 
showed Vitter had used her service in 2001. The Republican party was allegedly in a “forgiving 
mood” and offered support for Vitter. Bobby Jindal, who was a U.S. Representative at the time 
and the frontrunner in the race for Louisiana’s Governor, offered support for Vitter, saying that it 
was a personal matter that should not be used as a political tactic against him.186 On July 16, Vitter 
and his wife, Wendy, appeared together at a press conference where Vitter offered his “deep, 
sincere apologies.”187 Stating that he had worked through his wrongdoing with his wife several 
years earlier, Vitter stressed the growth he has undergone as a person and as a husband and claimed 
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he had gained God’s forgiveness. Grover and Hasel used Vitter as an example of a politician who 
went through all stages of atonement and managed to stay in office.188 Despite his apology, he was 
highly criticized in the press for his hypocritical actions since he was known for “challenging the 
ethics of other Louisiana politicians, decrying same-sex marriage and depicting himself as a clean-
as-a-whistle champion of family values.”189  
While Vitter acknowledged his wrongdoing, he evidently felt his misbehavior did not 
disqualify him from holding office.  Vitter was not up for reelection until 2010, which he won with 
56.6 percent of the vote. His vote share increased 5.5 percent, but turnout decreased from 1.85 
million to 1.26 million voters. Vitter ran unsuccessfully for Louisiana Governor in 2015. His 
opponent, a Democrat, used Vitter’s past misconduct against him.190 Vitter retired from the Senate 
in 2016. 
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Tim Mahoney (D-FL) became embroiled in a scandal right before the 2008 election.191 
Mahoney was originally elected to replace Mark Foley, who had resigned because of his own 
sexual misconduct involving male Congressional pages. Mahoney had conducted an affair with a 
staff member, Patricia Allen, during his 2006 campaign. The relationship ended when Mahoney 
fired her, and she threatened to file a sexual harassment lawsuit. Allen wanted to end the 
relationship when she heard Mahoney was having another affair but thought she would lose her 
job. In a recorded phone call between Mahoney and Allen, the Congressman told her “you work 
at my pleasure” and fired her without a reason. They reached a settlement of $121,000 and 
Mahoney promised her a job paying $50,000 a year at an advertising firm.  
Some news sources reported that Mahoney had been involved in multiple extramarital 
affairs while in office and that one of the Democratic leaders in the House at the time, Rahm 
Emanuel, confronted him about a rumored affair in 2007, telling him “he was in public life and 
had a responsibility to act accordingly.”192 Following the revelation, then-House Speaker Nancy 
Pelosi called for an ethics investigation into Mahoney’s payment of the woman. He welcomed the 
Ethics investigation in order to clear him of the allegations he had used campaign funds to pay 
Allen off. He claimed he had not broken any laws and the situation was a “private manner.”193 In 
the election, Mahoney won only 39.9 percent of the vote. He had run in 2006 on promises of 
restoring ethics to the district after Foley’s scandal, and his hypocrisy is likely to blame for voters’ 
turn against him. However, the Florida district was relatively conservative, perhaps another reason 
he lost reelection.194 
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2010s 
One Congressman accused of sexual misconduct who is currently still in Congress as of 
2019 is Rep. Scott DesJarlais (R-TN). Records of DesJarlais’ divorce surfaced in 2010, when he 
made his first bid for Congress, and revealed his ex-wife accused him of domestic violence and 
“violent and threatening” behavior. According to DesJarlais’ ex-wife Susan DesJarlais, he had 
committed acts such as “dry firing a gun outside [her] locked bedroom door, admission of suicidal 
ideation, holding a gun in his mouth for three hours, an incident of physical intimidation at the 
hospital; and previous threatening behavior…i.e. shoving, tripping, pushing down, etc.”195 In the 
2010 campaign cycle, the Democratic incumbent, Lincoln Davis, used these court records from 
DesJarlais’ 2001 divorce proceedings. One CBS News article called Lincoln’s advertisement one 
of the “nastiest” yet.196 DesJarlais was elected with 57 percent of the vote.  
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In 2012, it was revealed that DesJarlais had pressured his mistress to get an abortion and 
carried on affairs with patients while he was the head of a medical center. In addition, while not 
necessarily sexual misconduct, DesJarlais also pressured one of his mistresses, who was at one 
point his patient, to have an abortion upon learning of her pregnancy, although it turned out she 
was not in fact pregnant. The details about this hypothetical abortion as well as admissions of 
previous abortions DesJarlais had supported for his ex-wife seemed to be of most interest to the 
press as DesJarlais had been a staunch pro-life supporter who ran on “family values.” The abortions 
added to the fervor of the scandal and were possibly the reason the story became national news. A 
second former mistress of DesJarlais, also a former patient, came forward detailing their affair 
before the 2012 election.197 The abortion scandal was the main threat facing DesJarlais during the 
2012 election and did not seem to be enough to get him voted out of office.  
After the 2012 election, in which DesJarlais was reelected, the Tennessee Times Free Press 
obtained transcripts of DesJarlais’ testimony in his 2001 divorce proceedings. When asked, “So 
we have got a patient that you are sleeping with that you are writing prescriptions to?” DesJarlais 
replied, “Yes.” He also admitted to a second affair with another patient he had carried on that 
year.198 Following the revelation of DesJarlais’ sexual misconduct with patients, Citizens for 
Responsibility and Ethics in Washington (CREW) filed a complaint against DesJarlais. In 2013, 
the Tennessee Board of Medical Examiners fined him $500 for violating medical ethics laws.199 
Members of both parties were sure that the additional divorce transcripts and the ethics fine 
would be a deciding factor in the 2014 election. His opponent in the Republican primary, Jim 
Tracy, raised significantly more funds than DesJarlais during the campaign cycle and relied 
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heavily on the incumbent’s misconduct in television and campaign ads.200 However, some said 
that the worst of the campaign ads came too late, because Republicans in the district had already 
forgiven their Congressman. DesJarlais had a strong conservative voting record and the 
misconduct had occurred at least a decade prior. While some call him “the biggest hypocrite in 
Congress,” DesJarlais has continually won reelection despite his misconduct.201  
 
 
During his first partial term in Congress after being elected in a special election, Louisiana 
Republican Vance McAllister was caught on video kissing a staffer. The video was captured by 
another staffer and shared with the district’s local newspapers, which broke the story on April 7, 
2014.202 The story made worldwide news, likely due to the rise in social media, and the incident 
earned him the name “Kissing Congressman,” which stuck with him throughout his 2014 
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reelection campaign. Immediately following the incident there were calls for his resignation, 
notably from Louisiana governor, Bobby Jindal, and the Louisiana GOP chairman. Jindal called 
McAllister’s behavior “an embarrassment,” and the GOP characterized it as “extreme 
hypocrisy.”203 Just seven years earlier, Jindal was offering support for Sen. David Vitter, who had 
been involved in a prostitution scandal. The difference in reactions could be due to Vitter’s position 
as a Senator while McAllister was one of six representatives. Vitter was the first Republican 
Senator for Louisiana since 1883 and his resignation could have allowed a Democrat to regain the 
seat.  
During his first run for Congress, McAllister had run on a campaign of “traditional family 
values” as a staunch conservative and Christian.204 By April 28, 2014, McAllister was claiming he 
would finish his term but not seek reelection, however, he reversed course on June 30, 2014, 
announcing his reelection campaign. McAllister appeared in a campaign ad with his wife, Kelly, 
in which she states, “I’m blessed to have a husband who owns up to his mistakes,” although the 
affair is never directly mentioned. Nine total candidates ran in the 2014 general election, and 
McAllister won barely 8 percent of the vote.  
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In 2015, current Congressman James Comer (R-KY) was running as a Republican 
candidate for governor in Kentucky when a former girlfriend reported to a local newspaper that 
Comer had physically abused her during the course of their two-year relationship. The woman, 
Marilyn Thomas, dated Comer while attending college together in the 1990s. Thomas wrote a four-
page letter to The Courier-Journal claiming that she was physically and mentally abuse by 
Comer.205 While Thomas never reported the abuse, a friend remembered the bruises and Thomas 
telling her Comer had taken her to get an abortion. Comer denied the accusations. The allegations 
made national news in The Washington Post and commentators claimed the abuse claims were the 
deciding factor in Comer’s loss in the primary, which was decided by only 83 votes.206 Comer 
decided a few months later to run for Congress. Some thought the scandal would not impede his 
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Congressional campaign, which turned out to be true.207 Comer went on to win over 72 percent of 
the vote in 2016 and was reelected for a second term in 2018.  
 
The final case of a first-time candidate running for US Congress was Roy Moore, a 
candidate for one of Alabama’s Senate seats. Following the nomination of former Alabama Sen. 
Jeff Sessions to Attorney General, a special election was held to fill the seat in December 2017. 
Prior to the election, in November, The Washington Post published an article revealing accusations 
of Moore having conducted relationships with teenagers while he was in his 30s.208 At least four 
women said Moore pursued them when they were around 16- to 18-years-old. One woman had a 
sexual encounter with Moore when she was 14-years-old. The Post reported that under Alabama 
law in both 1979 and 2017, Moore committed sexual abuse in the second degree, a misdemeanor, 
as well as ‘enticing a child younger than 16 to enter a home with the purpose of proposing sexual 
intercourse,’ a felony. While the statutes of limitations have long run out for both criminal and 
civil cases, the allegations arguably had an effect on Moore’s electoral outcome.  
President Trump announced his support for Moore, in contrast to his daughter’s, Ivanka 
Trump, views that there was “no reason to doubt” the women’s claims and that ‘there’s a special 
place in hell for people who prey on children.”209 Further investigations by The Washington Post 
found evidence of notes Moore wrote to the young girls when they were teenagers, further 
substantiating the women’s claims that Moore had conducted relationships with them.210 
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Republican leaders in the Senate said that there would likely be an immediate ethics probe if Moore 
was elected.211 Moore did not win the election, however. He was a controversial figure in Alabama 
but still managed to garner 48.4 percent of the vote. Democrat Doug Jones won by a slim margin, 
becoming the first Democratic Senator from Alabama in over two decades.  
 
A civil case against current Rep. Tony Cárdenas (D-CA) will go to trial in August 2019 
following a lawsuit by a woman claiming that the Congressman drugged and groped her in 2007. 
The woman, Angela Villela Chavez, now 28, was 16-years-old when she went golfing with then-
city council member Cárdenas. A few hours after drinking water with an “unusual taste,” the 
woman collapsed. Cárdenas took her to the emergency room, and during the ride allegedly groped 
and fondled her. Chavez claimed in her court filing that she had been too scared of retaliation to 
report the incident at the time. Chavez’s father had been intermittently employed by Cárdenas and 
following the incident, Chavez claimed Cárdenas had told her, “Remember where your dad 
works,” which she perceived as a threat.212  
While her name was not initially revealed to the press, Chavez stated that she had been 
inspired to come forward by Christine Blasey Ford’s public testimony against Supreme Court 
Justice Brett Kavanaugh during his confirmation hearings.213 After the filing of the lawsuit and 
Cárdenas identifying himself as the unnamed defendant, then-House Minority Leader Nancy 
Pelosi (D-CA) called for an ethics investigation into the alleged sexual abuse by Cárdenas.214 
While there has been no indication whether or not the Ethics Committee has opened an 
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investigation yet, this request by Pelosi likely reflects the shift in attitudes towards sexual 
misconduct in Congress. Since the incident occurred before Cárdenas’ time in Congress, the 
accusations are not something the Committee would normally be inclined to investigate.  
Reactions to the allegations were mixed, with many fellow members of Congress 
expressing support for Cárdenas while several local officials in his district called for his 
resignation. The news of the lawsuit broke in the spring of 2018, much before the election. 
Cárdenas made no indication of his intention to step down or end his ongoing reelection campaign. 
The lawsuit and accusations did not seem to harm his chances at reelection; he won the 2018 
election with over 80 percent of the vote, almost 6 percent more than in his previous election.  
Since the lawsuit has not yet gone to trial, the possibility remains that a ruling against 
Cárdenas could hurt him if he runs for reelection in 2020. Voters may be reserving judgment until 
the lawsuit is resolved.  
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Research Design 
To research the effects of allegations of sexual misconduct on candidate evaluations, I 
conducted a survey experiment that included three different treatments detailing three forms of 
sexual misconduct—adultery involving a sexual abuse of power, sexual harassment, and sexual 
assault—by a candidate for federal office as well as a control condition without any allegation of 
misconduct.  
The treatments appear as short news articles reporting on a Congressman’s announcement 
of his reelection campaign. Full text of the fictitious news stories appears in Appendix A. The 
candidate is male, married, has two children, has served for four terms, and has a traditional 
“American” name indicative of him being white. His party is not mentioned nor is the state he 
represents to prevent any assumptions of his partisanship and thus partisan bias. A brief summary 
of his work in office is provided, stating that he has worked on nonpartisan initiatives for two fairly 
non-contentious issues: workers and families. The different articles are exactly the same except 
for the type of allegation and a short description of the claims against him. In order to distinguish 
between sexual harassment and sexual assault, since they may not be considered two separate 
issues for many people, a description of the misconduct is provided, stating that the sexual 
harassment was strictly verbal and the sexual assault was physical. In all treatments, the allegations 
are made by an unnamed female staff member. In all treatment conditions, the candidate does not 
acknowledge the accusations against him. An unnamed opponent is also mentioned as having 
come out criticizing the candidate.  
 In all identified cases of a member of Congress accused of sexual misconduct choosing to 
run for reelection, the individual was a man. Past research is mixed on whether or not people judge 
male and female politicians differently when involved in an adultery sex scandal, but the lack of 
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real-world cases (and, therefore, the lack of research) of female sexual misconduct that is more 
severe than infidelity makes distinguishing between candidate gender in the experimental 
treatments unnecessary.215 While some of the victims or individuals making complaints in past 
cases were male, I chose to identify the candidate’s accuser as a woman for several reasons. Most 
obviously, women are more likely to face workplace sexual harassment and violence. According 
to a 2011 ABC News/Washington Post poll, one in four women reported experiencing sexual 
harassment at work, compared to one in 10 men.216 The U.S. Department of Justice reported that 
between 1993-1999, 80 percent of victims of rape and sexual assault in the workplace were 
women.217 In addition, the accuser being female prevents any interference from anti-gay bias that 
may have been present if the accuser was male.  
 The candidate was chosen to be white because most, but not all, of the identified real cases 
involved a white member of Congress. In an experiment conducted before the 2008 Presidential 
primaries attempting to compare the effects of a sex scandal (adultery) on perceptions of 
presidential candidates Barack Obama and John Edwards, Berinksy et al. found that Obama was 
evaluated less favorably than Edwards and perceived as more liberal presumably because of his 
race.218 In order to avoid potential racial or ideological biases from forming against a non-white 
candidate, the fictional representative’s race was not identified but any potential racial indicators, 
primarily his name, suggested that he was white. He was identified as “Michael Williams.” 
According to the US House of Representatives History, Art & Archives, no Michael Williams has 
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ever served in the US House of Representatives, and according to a chronological list of senators 
since 1789, no one named Michael Williams has served as a Senator either. There was a Michael 
Williams who served as a member of the Georgia state senate and ran as a Republican candidate 
for the Governor of Georgia in 2018, but this Michael Williams won only 4.9 percent of the vote 
in the Republican primary.219 Therefore, the name “Michael Williams” is unlikely to be recognized 
as any current or former members of Congress. 
 Prior to writing the campaign news story, I read several similar stories about Congressional 
campaign announcements. The stories often mentioned the committees the representative served 
on, issues he worked on, and any challenger that was anticipated to face him in both the primary 
and general elections. The text of the survey treatments was written with past research in mind. In 
their research on the value of outside support for politicians involved in a sex scandal, Stewart et 
al. found that in an experimental setting, third-party support for politicians, like a spouse, did not 
necessarily improve respondents’ evaluations of the candidate, but non-support hurt the 
evaluations.220 The idea of political wives “by” the side of her husband in times of scandal reflect 
the traditional media narrative of a woman “standing by her man.” A wife appearing at her 
husband’s side during a press conference signals the husband’s integrity and worthiness of 
redemption, reinforcing patriarchal gender norms. Out of 473 articles about political sex scandals 
analyzed, Hinda Mandell found only one article describing the scandal-riddled politician standing 
at the wife’s side. Mandell also found that out of the seven scandals, five wives stood next to their 
husbands at a press conference and two issued supportive statements.221 Therefore, the survey 
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articles state that the wife of the fictional Michael Williams stood beside him in the press 
conference announcing his candidacy.  
 The inclusion of a challenger represents research by Shigeo Hirano and James Snyder 
which found that incumbents involved in scandals are more likely to have a serious primary 
challenger than incumbents not involved in scandals.222 The articles only state that the allegations 
of sexual misconduct were made “recently” but the announcement of the reelection campaign 
indicates that the allegations and article predate the primary election. Therefore, the challenger 
mentioned could mean a primary challenger of the same party or the expected general election 
challenger of the opposite party.  
 Two survey questions are asked about the candidate: a feeling thermometer and the 
likelihood of voting for the candidate in an election. These two questions are commonly used to 
measure candidate evaluations. Two questions are asked to gauge the respondent’s attitudes 
towards women. These questions measure respondents’ levels of Modern Sexism as presented in 
Swim et al.223 Swim argues Modern Sexism encompasses three facets: denial of continuing 
discrimination, antagonism toward women’s demands, and resentment about special favors for 
women. While people may reject beliefs considered ‘old-fashioned sexism,’ like disapproval of 
nontraditional roles for women, they still may harbor feelings of Modern Sexism. An alternate 
measure used to gauge levels of sexism include Peter Glick and Susan Fiske’s Hostile Sexism 
scales and Benevolent Sexism scales.224 While these scales do well in identifying ambivalent 
attitudes toward women, I believe the Modern Sexism measures will better capture views toward 
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women in the workplace and society, especially in the context of the current women’s movement 
related to sexual harassment and assault. The questions come from the 2012 Cooperative 
Congressional Election Study as used in McThomas and Tesler.225  
  
Assuming this candidate had done a good job as a representative and that you generally agreed 
with him on the issues, how likely would you be to vote for him for reelection? 
1. Very unlikely 
2. Unlikely 
3. Somewhat unlikely 
4. Not sure 
5. Somewhat likely 
6. Likely 
7. Very likely 
 
Women who complain about harassment cause more problems than they solve. 
1. Strongly disagree   
2. Disagree   
3. Somewhat disagree   
4. Not sure   
5. Somewhat Agree   
6. Agree   
7. Strongly Agree   
 
When women demand equality these days, they are actually seeking special favors. 
1. Strongly disagree   
2. Disagree   
3. Somewhat disagree   
4. Not sure   
5. Somewhat Agree   
6. Agree   
7. Strongly Agree   
   
 
Adultery was included as an experimental condition due to the sheer amount of research 
already done on adultery by politicians. Most political ‘sex scandals’ in research are limited to 
adultery or extramarital affairs by elected officials. Researchers have found that that people do not 
                                                 
225 Mary McThomas and Michael Tesler, “The Growing Influence of Gender Attitudes on Public Support for Hillary Clinton, 
2008-2012,” Politics & Gender 12, (2016): 28-49. 
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view adultery to be as serious as other scandals like corruption. However, when these affairs 
involve an abuse of power, people find them to be more serious.226 Adultery and solicitation are 
by far the sex scandals that occur most often, however, solicitation is not included as a survey 
condition since it often does not involve any aspect of an elected official’s job. Solicitation is a 
serious form of sexual misconduct, and while it was important to explore the past cases of 
solicitation by members of Congress in the case studies, the survey is focused more on workplace-
based sex and gender discrimination.  
 
Potential drawbacks of survey experiment 
Nicholas Goedert, attempting to explain why incumbents involved in scandal often fare 
better in elections than polls predict, found that polls underestimate the expected support for a 
scandal-tarred incumbent by 2.6 percent.227 To explain this, Goedert suggests that social-
desirability bias prompts respondents to understate their support for scandal-tarred incumbents 
when responding to surveys with live interviewers to prevent others from thinking they support 
social undesirable behavior, like supporting a scandalous or corrupt candidate. While respondents 
will not be interacting with a live interviewer, social-desirability bias still may play a role in 
responses to questions like the ones related to sexism. People may feel that holding certain views 
about women, whether positive or negative, is not socially acceptable and may select answers that 
are not reflective of their true views.  
 
  
                                                 
226 David Doherty, Conor M. Dowling, and Michael G. Miller, “Are Financial or Moral Scandals Worse? It Depends,” PS: 
Political Science & Politics 44, no. 4 (October 2011): 749-57. 
227 Nicholas Goedert, “Political Scandal and Bias in Survey Responses,” PS: Political Science & Politics 47, no. 4 (2015): 813-
18. 
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Hypotheses 
I expect that candidate evaluations will be highest in the adultery treatment, lower in the 
sexual harassment treatment, and lowest in the sexual assault treatment. However, if respondents 
have negative attitudes toward women, the negative effects of the treatments on the candidate 
evaluations will not be as strong or be present at all. Sexist beliefs may influence a respondent’s 
likelihood to believe a victim alleging sexual misconduct. Sexist attitudes can influence belief in 
the “rape myth.”228 In addition, sexism may also shift the blame in a male-perpetrator and female-
victim scenario away from the perpetrator onto the victim.229 Therefore, I expect that in the 
treatment conditions, higher levels of sexism will show higher evaluations of the candidate through 
warmer temperature ratings and greater likelihood of voting for the candidate.  
Another consideration is how the treatments will affect white women, the majority of 
which supported Trump in the 2016 election despite allegations of sexual misconduct against him. 
I expect that women overall will evaluate the candidate less favorably than men, but white women 
may be more likely to support the candidate regardless of the allegations against him. On the other 
hand, highly educated or upper-class women may not produce this expected effect. Cassese and 
Barnes found that white women with higher levels of educational attainment or higher incomes 
supported Clinton over Trump. 230 The white female Trump voters were mostly less-educated and 
lower-income, so I expect that the sexual harassment and sexual assault treatments will not have 
as strong of an effect for less-educated and/or lower-income white women. The possibility remains 
that sexist beliefs associated with denial of wrongdoing by an accused candidate may be 
outweighed by other aspects. The reverse may also be true; people who do not hold sexist beliefs 
                                                 
228 Cassese and Barnes, “Reconciling Sexism.” 
229 G. Tendayi Viki and Dominic Abrams, “But She Was Unfaithful: Benevolent Sexism and Reactions to Rape Victims Who 
Violate Traditional Gender Role Expectations,” Sex Roles 47, no. 5/6 (September 2002): 291. 
230 Cassese and Barnes, “Reconciling Sexism.” 
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may nevertheless be more strongly influenced by other beliefs. However, in one analysis of the 
2016 election, sexism was found to be the factor most strongly influencing white women’s vote 
choice.231 Valentino, Wayne, and Oceno found that both men and women with high levels of 
sexism were more likely to vote for Donald Trump in the 2016 election, while both men and 
women with low levels of sexism were more likely to support Clinton. Sexism played a significant 
role in vote choice, and the authors suggest that Trump’s sexism towards Clinton as well as 
Clinton’s support for feminism and women’s issues may have increased sexism’s effect in the 
election.232 While the obvious and most likely sexist attitude influencing vote choice in 2016 was 
sexism directed towards Hillary Clinton, sexist beliefs may also mitigate any effect of sexual 
misconduct allegations against Donald Trump.  
In a similar experiment, Maule and Goidel find that for politicians involved in an 
extramarital affair, Republicans were more likely to favor resignation and less likely to vote for 
the official in the future than Democrats.233 Similar findings may be present in my results related 
to support for the candidate involved in an extramarital affair, perhaps because of traditional 
Republican values of marriage and family. For the two more severe conditions of sexual 
misconduct, I expect the opposite results by party affiliation. In light of the #MeToo movement, 
highly supported by Democratic members of Congress and less so by Republicans, I expect that 
Democrats will be less likely to support a candidate accused of sexual assault or sexual harassment, 
while Republicans will be more likely to support the candidate.  
H1: Hypothesized impacts of treatment conditions 
 Affair Sexual harassment Sexual assault 
Candidate evaluation Highest Middle Lowest 
                                                 
231 Ana Bracic, Mackenzie Israel-Trummel, and Allyson F. Shortle, “Is Sexism for White People? Gender Stereotypes, Race, and 
the 2016 Presidential Election,” Political Behavior, (2018). 
232 Valentino, Wayne, and Oceno, “Mobilizing Sexism,” 222. 
233 Linda S. Maule and Robert K. Goidel, “Adultery, Drugs, and Sex: An Experimental Investigation of Individual Reactions to 
Unethical Behavior by Public Officials,” Social Science Journal 40, no. 1 (2003): 65-78. 
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Likelihood of voting 
for candidate 
Not sure/somewhat 
likely/likely 
Somewhat 
unlikely/not 
sure/somewhat likely 
Very 
unlikely/unlikely/somewhat 
unlikely 
 
H2: Hypothesized relationships in Affair condition 
 Negative views toward women Positive views toward women 
Candidate Evaluation Higher evaluation Lower evaluation 
Likelihood of voting for 
candidate 
More likely Less likely 
 
H3: Hypothesized relationships in Sexual Harassment condition 
 Negative views toward women Positive views toward women 
Candidate Evaluation Higher evaluation Lower evaluation 
Likelihood of voting for 
candidate 
More likely Less likely 
 
H4: Hypothesized relationships in Sexual Assault condition 
 Negative views toward women Positive views toward women 
Candidate Evaluation Higher evaluation Lower evaluation 
Likelihood of voting for 
candidate 
More likely Less likely 
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Results 
 
There were 972 total respondents to the survey. More than 70 percent of the sample was 
female, which presents a potential problem for generalizability. However, the large percentage of 
female respondents was beneficial in some ways because I wanted to gauge reactions to allegations 
from women in light of white women’s support for Trump in the 2016 election. About half of the 
sample (48.05 percent) was white, while the other half was either Black (20.68 percent), Hispanic 
or Latino (21.91 percent), Asian (5.35 percent), or other (4.01 percent). Nearly half (46.5 percent) 
reported being a strong, moderate, or leaning Democrat, 26.95 percent reported being Independent, 
and 26.54 percent reported being a strong, moderate, or leaning Republican.  
A “4” on the vote likelihood scale represents a respondent being “not sure” whether or not 
they would vote for the candidate. In retrospect, including “not sure” as an option was likely an 
unwise decision. While the candidate evaluation feeling thermometer had a similar option, 
allowing respondents to indicate “50 degrees” as a neutral option, the “not sure” option was likely 
more of a way to not answer the question, rather than a neutral opinion. “Not sure” was the most 
frequently chosen option, with 32.10 percent of respondents choosing it. Similarly, “Not sure” 
should not have been a choice for the two questions on sexism.  
Table 2 shows the distribution of the sample to each condition and the average vote 
likelihood and temperature in each condition. Averages are highest in the control condition, as to 
be expected, and decrease as the treatment becomes more severe: affair (least severe), sexual 
harassment (more severe), and sexual assault (most severe). For vote likelihood, the average 
response in the control condition (4.81) was closest to “Somewhat likely.” In the affair condition, 
the average response (4.26) was closest to “Not sure.” In the sexual harassment condition, the 
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average response (3.78) was also “Not sure.” In the sexual assault condition, the average response 
(3.42) was closest to “Somewhat unlikely” to vote for the candidate. 
Hypotheses 1-4 were all proven correct. In H1, I hypothesized that the affair condition 
would produce the warmest temperature and the highest vote likelihood, the harassment condition 
would be in the middle for evaluations, and the assault condition would produce the coldest 
temperature and lowest vote likelihood. In terms of responses for vote likelihood, both averages 
for the affair condition and the sexual harassment condition were “Not sure” and the average for 
the sexual assault condition was “somewhat likely.” This result aligns with my hypothesis that 
responses in the affair condition would group around the Not Sure/Somewhat likely/Likely 
options, responses in the sexual harassment condition would group around the Somewhat 
unlikely/Not Sure/Somewhat likely options, and responses in the sexual assault condition would 
group around the three Unlikely options. The differences between the vote likelihood averages in 
the three treatment conditions and the control condition were statistically significant. Each 
treatment condition lowered the respondent’s likelihood of voting for the candidate. For the 
candidate’s feeling thermometer, the temperature was lowest in the sexual assault condition and 
highest in the affair condition, with the temperature in the sexual harassment condition in the 
middle. As shown, the differences between the temperatures in each condition and the control 
condition were statistically significant, meaning that the conditions produced a negative effect on 
the candidate evaluations.  
 
Table 2 Mean candidate evaluation by sexual misconduct allegation treatment 
 Control Affair Sexual 
Harassment 
Sexual Assault 
n 241 241 245 245 
Vote Likelihood 4.81 (1.46) 4.26 (1.74) 3.78 (1.65) 3.42 (1.64) 
Temperature 60.09 (20.40) 45.79 (24.77) 43.55 (24.45) 40.75 (26.65) 
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Temperature is measured on feeling thermometer from 0 (Very cold) to 100 (Very warm). Vote 
Likelihood is measured on a scale from 1 (Least likely) to 7 (Most likely) with 4 being “Not sure.” 
Entries are means (standard errors).  
 
 
The difference of means between the control condition and the treatment conditions are 
reported in Table 5. The difference of means between the control and treatments conditions for 
both the feeling thermometer and vote likelihood are highly statistically significant. This result 
shows that a wide range of allegations of sexual misconduct can have a significant negative effect 
on warmth towards a candidate and the likelihood of voting for that candidate.  
 
Table 3 The impact of sexual misconduct allegations on candidate evaluation 
 Temperature Vote Likelihood 
Affair Effect -14.29*** (Std. Err.: 2.07) -.55*** (.15) 
Sexual Harassment Effect -16.53*** (2.05) -1.03*** (.14) 
Sexual Assault Effect -19.33*** (2.16) -1.38*** (.14) 
Temperature is measured on feeling thermometer from 0 (Very cold) to 100 (Very warm). Vote 
Likelihood is measured on a scale from 1 (Least likely) to 7 (Most likely) with 4 being “Not sure.” 
Entries are difference of means between control and treatment (standard errors). Significance values 
are two-tailed. 
***p < 0.01 
 
When comparing between treatment conditions, the difference of means on the feeling 
thermometer (Table 4) was only statistically significant between the affair and assault conditions 
for the feeling thermometer (p < 0.05). If the sexual assault condition had the most severe negative 
impact on candidate temperature, I would expect the difference of means to be large and significant 
between the affair and harassment conditions. The results show that temperature feelings were not 
significantly different between the assault and harassment conditions, meaning that respondents 
did not evaluate the candidate in the assault condition any more harshly than in the harassment 
condition. The statistically significant difference between the affair and harassment conditions 
shows that respondents did evaluate the candidate more harshly in the assault condition than in the 
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affair condition by 5 degrees (the candidate’s average temperature rating was 5 degrees warmer in 
the affair condition than the candidate’s average temperature rating in the assault condition). 
 
Table 4 Difference of temperature means between treatment conditions 
 Affair Harassment 
Harassment 2.24 - 
Assault 5.04** 2.80 
Entries are difference of means between treatment conditions for feeling thermometer from 0 (Very 
cold) to 100 (Very warm). Significance values are two-tailed.  
*p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01 
 
 
The difference of means of vote likelihood (Table 5) was statistically significant between 
all conditions. For example, the difference of means between the affair and assault conditions was 
the largest and the most statistically significant, with the assault condition bringing vote likelihood 
down almost one point on the scale (0.833, p < 0.01). The difference of means was least strong 
and least significant between the harassment and assault conditions. This could show that 
harassment and assault are more severe and impactful than an affair, while harassment and assault 
are more similar and produce similar results.    
 
 
Table 5 Difference of likelihood of voting means between treatment conditions 
 Affair Harassment 
Harassment 0.478*** - 
Assault 0.833***  0.355* 
Entries are difference of means between treatment conditions for vote likelihood, measured on a scale 
of 1 (Very unlikely) to 7 (Very likely) with 4 being “Not sure.” Significance values are two-tailed.  
*p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01 
 
 
The differences in candidate evaluation and vote likelihood between men and women were 
interesting. Temperature ratings for the candidate were significantly different for men and women 
in the affair and sexual assault conditions. The mean temperature for female respondents in the 
affair condition was over nine degree colder than the mean temperature for male respondents. 
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Similarly, the mean temperature was 10 degrees colder for female respondents in the sexual assault 
condition than for male respondents. Only the difference of means in vote likelihood in the sexual 
assault condition was statistically significant between men and women. Vote likelihood was higher 
for men.  
 
Table 6 Mean candidate feeling thermometer ratings by respondent gender 
 Male Female Difference of Means 
Control 64.54 58.19 -6.35* 
Affair 52.55 43.19 -9.36*** 
Sexual Harassment 42.18 44.19 2.00 
Sexual Assault 48.06 37.87 -10.18*** 
Entries are mean candidate feeling thermometer ratings (0 to 100). Significance values are two-tailed.  
*p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01  
 
 
Table 7 Mean vote likelihood by respondent gender 
 Male Female Difference of Means 
Control 4.81 4.81 .005  
Affair 4.40 4.20 -0.202  
Sexual Harassment 3.92 3.71 -0.21 
Sexual Assault 3.72 3.31 -0.42*  
Vote Likelihood is measured on a scale from 1 (Least likely) to 7 (Most likely) with 4 being “Not 
sure.” Significance values are two-tailed.  
*p < 0.1, **p < 0.05, ***p < 0.01 
 
 
The two questions about attitudes towards women were combined into an additive index 
ranging from 2-14, with 2 being strong disagreement with both of the questions on attitudes 
towards women (low sexism) and 14 being strong agreement with both of questions on attitudes 
towards women (high sexism). The two questions are correlated at 0.67. The median of the 
attitudes towards women variable was 6. Ranking at 6 or higher on the scale is judged as high 
levels of sexism, while values below 6 were judged as low levels of sexism. Women had an average 
of 5.37 on the scale and men had an average of 7.17. The greatest percentage of respondents (25.93 
percent) ranked at a 2, meaning they strongly disagreed with both of the questions about women. 
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The null hypothesis is that sexism has no effect on how people perceive allegations of sexual 
misconduct, therefore, no difference will be present in the evaluations by people with low levels 
of sexism and people with high levels of sexism. 
 
Table 8 The impact of sexual misconduct allegations and attitudes towards women on temperature 
towards candidate 
 Low on sexism scale High on sexism scale Difference of Means 
Control 58.42 (n=104) 61.35 (n=137) -2.93 
Affair 40.75 (n=114) 50.31 (n=127) -9.56*** 
Sexual Harassment 37.40 (n=124) 49.91 (n=120) -12.51*** 
Sexual Assault 31.17 (n=130) 51.68 (n=114) -20.51*** 
Low sexism = below median of 6 on sexism additive index. High sexism = at or above median of 6 on 
additive sexism index. Significance values are two-tailed. Entries are mean candidate feeling 
thermometer ratings (from 0 to 100). Significance values are two-tailed. 
***p < 0.01 
 
 
Table 8 shows the varying means of the temperature degrees for the candidate evaluation. 
The difference of means between low sexism and high sexism in the control condition is not 
statistically significant, which is to be expected. For the affair, sexual harassment, and sexual 
assault treatment conditions, the mean temperature was always lower (colder) for respondents with 
low levels of sexism, while the temperature was higher for respondents with high levels of sexism. 
The difference between these means is statistically significant at 1%. Table 9 shows the mean 
values of the likelihood of voting for candidate on a 1 to 7 scale. Likelihood of voting for the 
candidate was again lower among respondents with low levels of sexism and higher among 
respondents with higher levels of sexism for the three treatment conditions. These results show 
that sexism does have an impact on candidate evaluations and the null hypothesis is rejected.  
 
Table 9 The impact of sexual misconduct allegations and attitudes towards women on likelihood of 
voting for candidate 
 Low on sexism scale High on sexism scale Difference of Means 
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Control 5.03 (n=104) 4.64 (n=137) 0.39 
Affair 3.87 (n=114) 4.61 (n=127) -0.74*** 
Sexual Harassment 3.35 (n=125) 4.23 (n=120) -0.87*** 
Sexual Assault 3.05 (n=131) 3.86 (n=114) -0.81*** 
Low sexism = below median of 6 on sexism additive index. High sexism = at or above median of 6 on 
additive sexism index. Vote Likelihood is measured on a scale from 1 (Least likely) to 7 (Most likely) 
with 4 being “Not sure.” Significance values are two-tailed. 
***p < 0.01 
 
In H2-H4, I hypothesized that views towards women would impact the outcome of 
temperature and vote likelihood, with higher levels of sexism yielding warmer temperatures and 
greater likelihood of support and lower levels of sexism yielding cooler temperatures and lower 
likelihood of support. Indeed, levels of sexism produced significant differences between the 
candidate evaluations in each condition. The difference in temperature was not statistically 
significant in the control condition for respondents with high levels of sexism and respondents 
with low levels of sexism, while the differences were statistically significant in the treatment 
conditions. This shows that the existence of an allegation of sexual misconduct may trigger a 
respondent’s sexist attitudes and influence how they evaluate a candidate.  
Levels of sexism were not statistically significant between white women and non-white 
women, but levels of sexism between white women who voted for Trump and white women who 
did not vote for Trump were significantly different. White women who voted for Trump had a 
mean score of 5.84, just below the threshold between low and high levels of sexism, while white 
women who did not vote for Trump had a mean of only 4.92 on the sexism scale.  
The difference of means between white females and non-white females in the sexual assault 
condition is unexpected, since it was hypothesized that white women would evaluate the candidate 
more negatively than non-white females. However, non-white females in the sexual assault 
condition rated the candidate higher. The results for vote likelihood resemble what was expected. 
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For the affair and sexual harassment treatments, white women reported a higher likelihood of 
voting for the candidate than non-white females (p < 0.05, p < 0.1, respectively).   
The effect of party identification was only significant for the affair and harassment 
conditions. In both the affair and harassment conditions, Republicans viewed the candidate about 
7 degrees warmer than Democrats (p < 0.1). This was contrary to my expectations, as I thought 
Republicans would be less likely to support a candidate who had an extramarital affair.  
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Discussion  
The sheer number of cases of officials running for office despite sexual misconduct is 
shocking. While I originally surmised that perhaps attitudes towards these types of scandals have 
changed during the 40-year period I looked at, I found that there was widespread outrage and 
disapproval in each case. One Pew Research poll showed that most people said that the increasing 
number of sex scandals in the 21st century was due to heightened scrutiny, not lower moral 
standards.234 Indeed, with increased media coverage through the Internet and social media, 
scandals can reach audiences worldwide.  
One theme that was prevalent in the case studies was “family values.” Many candidates 
from both parties campaigned on family values yet were involved in a situation that one would 
consider a violation of these family values. However, the hypocrisy was not always detrimental to 
the official. LaTourette and DesJarlais both survived despite revelations of affairs or sexual 
indiscretions after advertising their “family values.” For other officials, the theme became central 
to the press coverage of the scandal and to opponents’ campaigns against them. The “Kissing 
Congressman” Vance McAllister could not recover his imagine as a family man after being given 
the catchy nickname. Tim Mahoney undercut one of his campaign slogans, “Faith and 
Family…Where I Stand,” when his multiple affairs surfaced, leading to his reelection defeat.  
The theme of shifting the blame onto the accuser or another party was also used often. 
Claiming that a scandal was a dirty political tactic was a popular option to avoid directly 
acknowledging any accusations. Sometimes the officials themselves or their supporters would cast 
blame on others, like Mel Reynolds, who claimed his prosecution for sexual assault of a minor 
was a racially-motivated attack, or Barney Frank, whose supporters criticized the media for 
                                                 
234 Tom Rosentiel, “Most Say Political Sex Scandals Due to Greater Scrutiny, Not Lower Morality,” Pew Research, June 14, 
2011, https://www.pewresearch.org/2011/06/14/most-say-political-sex-scandals-due-to-greater-scrutiny-not-lower-morality/. 
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vilifying Frank because of his sexuality. These strategies perhaps harken back to Roger Stone, a 
political “fixer” known for working with Richard Nixon and Ronald Reagan. His infamous tactics: 
“Attack, attack, attack—never defend” and “Admit nothing, deny everything, launch 
counterattack.”235 Spinning the focus of the story away from the perpetrator is a common scandal 
diversion tactic. Placing the blame on the victim is not just limited to high-profile political 
scandals, however, blaming the victim is often used in cases of sexual harassment and sexual 
assault.   
The case studies largely focused on the perpetrators of misconduct themselves with few 
mentions of the victims or individuals who experienced the misconduct. When this individual was 
included in the coverage, what was reported varied significantly. For example, two women, 
Colleen Gardner in the Young case and Paula Parkinson in the Evans case, were young, attractive, 
white women who were given media attention generally in a positive light. On the other hand, the 
young female victims in the Lukens and Reynolds cases, who were Black, were criticized in the 
press for alleged criminal activities and poor behavior like truancy and prostitution. This difference 
stood out but was unsurprising. The media often portrays people of color more negatively than 
white people, but the media vilifying young girls who were victims of sexual abuse was unsettling.   
News coverage at the national level of sexual misconduct seemed to be sparser in some 
situations than others. Rep. Frank’s misconduct captured headlines for months. Rep. Bunn’s and 
Rep. LaTourette’s affairs and marriages to members of their staff were not widely covered by 
national newspapers, however, they might have been bigger news in local news sources. After the 
Internet became a major disseminator of news, these stories could reach wider audiences and be 
                                                 
235 Jeffrey Toobin, “The Dirty Trickster,” The New Yorker, May 23, 2008, 
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readily accessible years later, unlike newspapers which may be discarded after only a few days. 
Many of the cases likely made television news, but there were obstacles to discovering such 
coverage. In addition, campaign ads are often used by both the candidate accused and their 
opponent to address misconduct allegations. An investigation into responses on social media to 
cases that occurred after the rise of platforms such as Facebook and Twitter would be interesting, 
as it would capture how widespread news of the case was and individual attitudes. Doing such 
research would be a big undertaking as thousands if not millions of posts and tweets could have 
been made in response to just one scandal.  
 An additional angle to look at would be whether an official acknowledging claims against 
him is more helpful or hurtful to his electoral support. If the fictitious candidate had acknowledged 
the accusations, whether he denied them or admitted to them, would his support be different? The 
literature discusses the concept of atonement as a necessary step to redeeming oneself when caught 
in a scandal, but officials such as Gerry Studds, who refused to admit wrongdoing in the 
Congressional Page Sex Scandal, can be reelected without going through the process of atonement. 
In many case studies, the officials vehemently denied any involvement or called accusations false, 
such as Daniel Inouye. The officials’ responses to accusations against them were varied. Among 
12 officials who outright denied any involvement or guilt, eight won their election and four lost. 
Among those who acknowledged some type of wrongdoing, an equal number won and lost. 
Similarly, among the two officials who did not acknowledge the allegations at all, one won and 
one lost. While there are many factors that go into an official’s chance at reelection, just looking 
at these numbers indicates that a denial is the best way to secure election (Table detailing responses 
in Appendix B).  
 103 
The survey showed that allegations of sexual misconduct do have an effect on how 
candidates are evaluated. When all other factors are the same (past performance, incumbency, 
presence of a challenger, family status, etc.), sexual assault has the strongest effect on candidate 
evaluations compared to no existence of allegations, an extramarital affair with an abuse of power, 
and sexual harassment. However, sexual harassment and sexual assault may produce similar 
negative effects, which may indicate that the two types of allegations are similar in peoples’ minds. 
The differences in response by gender was interesting in that there was a significant difference in 
the sexual assault condition, with women viewing the candidate more negatively than men. This 
result may reflect societal and cultural perceptions towards sexual assault, especially in light of the 
Kavanaugh confirmation hearings. Men may view such actions as less severe than women, while 
women may view sexual assault as serious misconduct. However, it is important to keep in mind 
that men were likely underrepresented in the survey population.  
The most significant takeaway from the survey results is the effect of levels of sexism on 
attitudes towards candidates. Higher levels of sexism cause higher evaluations of and greater 
likelihood of voting for candidates, regardless of sexual misconduct allegations. Sexism did not 
play a significant role in determining candidate evaluation in the control, showing how the 
treatment conditions may have triggered sexist attitudes that in turn impacted how respondents 
evaluated the candidate. Sexism may be a mediating factor when evaluating the importance of 
allegations of sexual abuse of power, sexual harassment, and sexual assault. High levels of sexism 
may have led respondents to give less credence to the female accuser in the news story. While 
these results were expected, it is still a sobering fact that voters can support candidates even when 
they have been accused of sexual misconduct potentially because these voters have negative views 
towards women.  
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Unexpectedly, the role of race for female respondents was the opposite of what I 
anticipated. While the majority of white female voters supported Trump in the 2016 election, white 
women had lower average scores on vote likelihood than non-white women in the affair and sexual 
harassment conditions. In the sexual assault condition, there was no significant difference between 
vote likelihood between white and non-white females. On the other hand, the only statistically 
significant difference for mean temperatures was in the sexual assault condition, but the result was 
the opposite of expected. White women gave colder temperatures towards the candidate in the 
sexual assault condition than non-white females. However, more white females in the sample 
reportedly voted for Trump than Clinton. Significantly more non-white women voted for Clinton 
than Trump, but about 30 percent of all non-white women reported they did not vote, compared to 
21 percent of white women. The survey did not ask respondents the factors influencing their votes 
in the 2016 election. None of the difference of means between white females with low education 
and white females with high education for candidate feeling thermometer temperature were 
statistically significant for any treatment condition. Demographic characteristics like age, income, 
and ideology also did not play a significant role in determining temperature or vote likelihood.  
Sexist attitudes will be an important aspect to consider in future research of the effect of 
sexual misconduct allegations. Partisanship likely plays a significant role, too, but sexism can be 
a powerful influence on support for a candidate. One possibility to consider is whether sexism and 
partisanship are interconnected, like if someone identifies with one party because of their sexist 
beliefs, or, alternatively, if someone has developed their sexist beliefs through identification with 
a political party. Partisanship did not seem to have a significant effect on candidate evaluation or 
vote likelihood in the survey, likely due to the lack of party identifiers in the news article. However, 
partisanship remains the strongest predictor of vote choice, as was seen in the 2016 election.  
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Conclusion 
Allegations of sexual misconduct should be taken seriously by the Congressional office 
charged with receiving complaints, investigated thoroughly by the appropriate governing body, 
and punished accordingly. Some of the highlighted cases were poorly investigated, or not 
investigated at all, which could have contributed to the election and reelection of some 
perpetrators. In the past, the Ethics Committees have been reticent to investigate wrongdoing either 
because they believed the charges did not fall under their jurisdiction or because they did not view 
the accusations as legitimate. Moving forward, members of Congress accused of sexual 
misconduct should be subject to an investigation. That is not to say they are automatically guilty 
as soon as allegations are made, but the total presumption of innocence that is currently bestowed 
on members of Congress takes all sense of agency and power away from victims.  
At the time of writing, stories have been made public regarding the conduct of former Vice 
President Joe Biden during his interactions with women. Biden recently announced his candidacy 
for President for the 2020 election. In light of the #MeToo and TIMESUP movements, women 
have brought to light several instances when Biden encroached upon their personal space in 
inappropriate manners. Lucy Flores, a former Nevada assemblywoman, was the first to share how 
in 2014, Biden had come up behind her, put his hands on her shoulders, smelled her hair, and 
kissed the top of her head. Flores wrote that Biden made her feel “uneasy, gross, and confused” 
and had touched her “in an intimate way reserved for close friends, family, or romantic 
partners.”236 Several women came forward after this, detailing similar accounts of Biden invading 
personal space in inappropriate and uncomfortable manners. The news erupted with varying 
reactions, with some calling Biden a sexual harasser while others claimed he was just an “excessive 
                                                 
236 Lucy Flores, “An Awkward Kiss Changed How I Saw Joe Biden,” The Cut, March 29, 2019, 
https://www.thecut.com/amp/2019/03/an-awkward-kiss-changed-how-i-saw-joe-biden.html.  
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hugger.” Biden apologized for his behavior, claiming that “social norms have begun to change.” 
But in an article responding to the reactions, Flores challenged this statement, saying that the norms 
have not changed, women have always been uncomfortable with men encroaching on their 
personal space inappropriately, and what has changed is that women now feel empowered to call 
this behavior out.237 She emphasizes the importance of consent in the conversation and that women 
want to have autonomy over their bodies and themselves without having to fear that men will touch 
them, make unwanted advances, or harass them. Women’s voices are often being left out as society 
advances into a “post-#MeToo” world. Critics of the #MeToo and TIMESUP movements claim 
the lives of men can be ruined for a minor indiscretion and therefore the ideas should not be 
adopted into mainstream society. Men are now more reluctant to mentor women and interact with 
women in the workplace.238 Because of negative reactions by both men and women, the 
movements intended to benefit women may actually be harming their personal and professional 
futures. 
The significant role sexism plays in determining how sexual misconduct allegations affect 
candidates reflects the deference that society gives to men. Women and other victims have spent 
years being silenced and forced to work in unbearable conditions, not just in Congress, but in all 
industries all around the world. Where better to champion the movement against sexual 
misconduct in the workplace than in Congress, which can guide and inspire the nation. Congress 
is unique in that the responsibility of holding its members accountable falls not only to the self-
appointed internal bodies but also to the people. Investigations and Committee reports may not 
                                                 
237 Lucy Flores, “I Started The Conversation On Joe Biden – Stop Twisting My Words And Start Talking about Consent,” 
BuzzFeed News, April 17, 2019, https://www.buzzfeednews.com/article/lucyflores/opinion-i-started-the-conversation-on-joe-
biden-stop. 
238 Pragya Agarwal, “In The Era of #MeToo Are Men Scared Of Mentoring Women?” Forbes, February 18, 2019, 
https://www.forbes.com/sites/pragyaagarwaleurope/2019/02/18/in-the-era-of-metoo-are-men-scared-of-mentoring-
women/#4b6e8a7b7d0d. 
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yield the right or just outcome, but voters have the ability to correct these mistakes. The CAA 
Reform Act has the potential to make a real impact on the culture of sexual misconduct in 
Congress. The #MeToo and TIMESUP movements have already made their mark on Capitol Hill. 
We have yet to see the real potential of the CAA Reform Act as it has not yet fully gone into effect. 
It may be that no discernable difference will be made, and perpetrators of sexual misconduct, both 
elected officials and nonelected staff, will continue to commit these acts without punishment. In 
this case, the voters must show their disapproval of sexual misconduct, to hold their elected 
officials accountable for alleged misconduct, to support candidates who take a stand against sexual 
abusers, and to elect people with strong moral integrity. This expectation for the electorate is huge; 
not everyone has acknowledged the rampant problem of sexual harassment and misconduct in 
Congress, or even in their everyday workplace. This expectation will require a massive perspective 
change, a momentous cultural shift, a strong movement against perpetrators of sexual misconduct. 
As is often the case, it is now up to the people.  
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Appendix A 
Survey Treatments – Newspaper Story Text 
Control:  
U.S. Congressman Michael Williams announces reelection campaign 
Rep. Michael Williams announced his re-election campaign this morning for the U.S. 
House of Representatives. Rep. Williams held a press conference outside his home with his wife, 
two children, friends and neighbors beside him. He declared his enthusiasm to continue advancing 
the interests of his constituents. 
During his four terms in office, Rep. Williams has served on the Committee on Ways and 
Means and sponsored several non-partisan bills supporting workers and families. Rep Williams’ 
challenger has spoken out, criticizing the Congressman and questioning his suitability for office.  
  
Adultery:  
U.S. Congressman Michael Williams announces reelection campaign, despite staffer’s 
allegations of affair 
Rep. Michael Williams announced his re-election campaign this morning for the U.S. 
House of Representatives, despite allegations by a member of his staff of an extramarital affair. A 
female staffer recently came forward detailing an affair with Rep. Williams during her two years 
in his office, claiming he often gave her special treatment due to their relationship. 
Rep. Williams held a press conference outside his home with his wife, two children, friends 
and neighbors beside him. He declared his enthusiasm to continue advancing the interests of his 
constituents, but he did not address the affair allegations. 
During his four terms in office, Rep. Williams has served on the Committee on Ways and 
Means and sponsored several non-partisan bills supporting workers and families. Rep. Williams’ 
challenger has spoken out, criticizing the Congressman and questioning his suitability for office. 
 
Harassment:  
U.S. Congressman Michael Williams announces reelection campaign, despite staffer’s 
allegations of sexual harassment 
Rep. Michael Williams announced his re-election campaign this morning for the U.S. 
House of Representatives, despite allegations by a member of his staff of sexual harassment. A 
female staffer recently came forward detailing repeated harassment by Rep. Williams during her 
two years in his office, accusing him of making ‘lewd’ and ‘suggestive’ comments of a sexual 
nature and propositioning her.  
Rep. Williams held a press conference outside his home with his wife, two children, friends 
and neighbors beside him. He declared his enthusiasm to continue advancing the interests of his 
constituents, but he did not address the sexual harassment allegations. 
During his four terms in office, Rep. Williams has served on the Committee on Ways and 
Means and sponsored several non-partisan bills supporting workers and families. Rep. Williams’ 
challenger has spoken out, criticizing the Congressman and questioning his suitability for office. 
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Assault:  
U.S. Congressman Michael Williams announces reelection campaign, despite staffer’s 
allegations of sexual assault 
Rep. Michael Williams announced his re-election campaign this morning for the U.S. 
House of Representatives, despite allegations by a member of his staff of sexual assault. A female 
staffer recently came forward detailing an incident in an elevator with Rep. Williams during her 
two years in his office, accusing him of repeatedly groping and kissing her. 
Rep. Williams held a press conference outside his home with his wife, two children, friends 
and neighbors beside him. He declared his enthusiasm to continue advancing the interests of his 
constituents, but he did not address the sexual assault allegations.  
During his four terms in office, Rep. Williams has served on the Committee on Ways and 
Means and sponsored several non-partisan bills supporting workers and families. Rep. Williams’ 
challenger has spoken out, criticizing the Congressman and questioning his suitability for office. 
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Appendix B 
 
Response to Allegations of Sexual Misconduct and Election Outcome  
Name Accused of… Response 
Elected/Reelected? 
John Young Sexual harassment Denial 
Yes 
Allan Howe Solicitation Denial 
No 
Fred Richmond Soliciting sex from a 16-year-old boy 
Acknowledgement, asked for 
forgiveness 
Yes 
Jon Hinson 
Homosexuality, indecent exposure, 
committing an obscene act 
Acknowledgement 
Yes 
Robert Bauman Attempting to solicit sex from a 16-year-old Acknowledgement 
No 
Thomas B. Evans, Jr. Trading sex for political influence Denial 
No 
Dan Crane Congressional Page Sex Scandal Acknowledgement and apology 
No 
Gerry Studds Congressional Page Sex Scandal Acknowledgment, but no apology 
Yes 
Ernie Konnyu Sexual harassment Denial 
No 
Jim Bates Sexual harassment  Denial 
Yes 
Donald “Buz” Lukens 
Contributing to the delinquency of a minor for 
having sex with a 16-year-old girl 
Denial 
Yes 
Gus Savage Sexual advances Denial, but issued an apology 
Yes 
Barney Frank 
Unethical behaviors in relationship with 
prostitute 
Acknowledgement  
Yes 
Daniel Inouye Sexual assault and harassment Denial 
Yes 
Mel Reynolds Statutory rape Denial 
Yes 
Jim Bunn Affair with chief of staff No acknowledgement 
No 
John Peterson Sexual harassment and assault Denial 
Yes 
Max Baucus Sexual harassment Denial, blamed accuser 
Yes 
Don Sherwood Domestic abuse Acknowledged affair, denied abuse 
No 
Steven LaTourette Affair with staffer No acknowledgement 
Yes 
David Vitter Solicitation Acknowledged and apologized 
Yes 
Tim Mahoney 
Placing mistress on staff, paying settlement to 
head off a sexual harassment lawsuit 
Acknowledged affairs 
No 
Scott DesJarlais 
Domestic violence, having affairs with patients 
while chief of staff at a medical center 
No acknowledgement 
Yes 
James Comer Domestic Violence Denial 
Yes 
Vance McAllister Extramarital encounter (with a staff member) Acknowledged and apologized 
No 
Roy Moore Sexual misconduct Denial 
No 
Tony Cárdenas Sexual assault Denial 
Yes 
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